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If I am good, the world is good. If I am bad, the world is bad.
-Tulshi Sharma, Roanoke, Virginia, November 2015
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Introduction
Now we will live here and hope that we will be happy.1

1.1

From “The Land of Happiness” to Concord, New Hampshire
By all appearances, the small landlocked Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan is a

global model for economic and environmental policy. At the most recent international
environmental summit in Paris, Bhutan’s prime minister Tashi Tobgay put forth the
most radical and admirable environmental proposal of any country in attendance. I
spent the autumn semester of my junior year of college studying abroad in Bhutan,
after happening upon video footage of the country in the documentary Happy, which
includes a five-minute-long segment on Bhutan’s famous Gross National Happiness
(GNH) index, a qualitative economic policy that measures the nation’s prosperity
based on the happiness of its people (rather than GDP). I went to Bhutan in the spirit
of shameless wanderlust and escapism; I went because it was really far away, in every
sense, from what I knew. I bought into the idea that Bhutan was the happiest place on
earth. This rosy notion took residence in my mind, and remained there throughout my
entire semester abroad, even though evidence of Bhutan’s refugee conflict would
often present itself before my eyes.
One of my closest friends from my semester abroad in Bhutan was a student at
Royal Thimphu College named Bhuwan. Bhuwan was originally from Pheuntsoling,
a city situated on the southern Indo-Bhutanese border, but his immediate family now
lived in the capital, Thimphu. He was a head shorter than I, with light-brown skin,

1

A quote from Nar, an elderly Bhutanese man who lives in New Hampshire
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wavy hair styled in a Mohawk and pierced ears. Outgoing and charismatic, Bhuwan
was one of the most popular characters I have ever met, especially on the internet. On
October 25, 2015, some of my Bhutanese friends took me out to dinner at a restaurant
in downtown Thimphu for my twentieth birthday. Before sitting down to drink “Druk
11000s”2 and stuff ourselves with ema datshi3, Bhuwan and I visited the restaurant’s
second-floor balcony together. Taxi cabs hustled along the main road below, stopping
to allow small packs of apathetic stray dogs to scurry across the street. The balcony
overlooked the national soccer stadium, from which large, flapping Bhutanese flags
poked into the night sky.
“I have something special for you,” Bhuwan told me, and withdrew from his
backpack a necklace of orange and white flowers strung together. “Is this real? Did
you make it?” I asked him, feeling a fluffy petal between my fingertips. It felt almost
damp. “Of course, my mom made it for the festival,” he said as he lit a cigarette over
the railing. He told me that because the necklace was blessed, I would have a great
birthday. I put the string of flowers around my neck. He was right.
Exactly one year later, I sat cross-legged on a pillow on the floor of a tidy
subsidized apartment in Concord, New Hampshire, as an elder Bhutanese woman
named Shrishti rubbed tikka on my forehead and tucked a five-dollar-bill into my
palm while blessing me softly in Nepali.4 That day, I accompanied a family of
resettled Bhutanese refugees, the Khatiwadas, during the Hindu festival of Diwali as
they travelled between homes in order to receive blessings from family and, as I was
2

Bhutanese beer
Traditional dish featuring ema chili peppers boiled and cooked with yak cheese.
Usually served over rice.
4
See Fig. 1
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told, to “celebrate the victory of good over evil.” This was the first of two three-day
periods I would spend with the Khatiwadas doing ethnographic fieldwork in Concord.
I interviewed them, observed them, and hung out with them around the clock.
“Would you mind taking a picture of us all together?” Sudha Khatiwada asked
me as I sat silently taking notes. “Of course,” I responded. It was the least I could do.
I was handed several smartphones with their camera applications open. I lined them
up on the kitchen counter and took a picture with each one. After the third or fourth
picture, the children of the family began to squeal and complain, flopping themselves
on their parents in protest. “One more,” I said, taking out my own iPod and snapping
a quick picture for myself. I cued up this image later that night as I downloaded the
photos from that day onto my computer. It was somewhat blurry, grainy, and badly
lit. Many family members’ heads were turned away from the camera, and the few that
were looking at me were not smiling. It was a picture of people whose bodies were in
motion. It was not a perfect family portrait by any means. This is precisely why I
liked it so much.5

1.2

An Untold History
By the time I was doing fieldwork with the Khatiwada family in Concord, my

pure image of Bhutan as “the land of happiness” had become clouded by my
newfound knowledge of a history that had remained swept under the rug while I was
abroad: that of the refugee crisis in southern Bhutan back in the early 1990s.

5

See Fig. 2
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Bhagirath Khatiwada6, a founding member of the Bhutanese Community of New
Hampshire (BCNH) and a central character of my fieldwork, was thirteen years old
when he was forced to leave his home in Bhutan. He remembers the Bhutanese
military coming to his village every day and pressuring his family to leave: “The
government sent armies in the villages, and they do whatever they want to do. They
raped people, they killed people, they burned houses. All they wanted to do was clear
out everything. They didn’t care about human rights or democracy,” Bhagirath told
me as we sat across from each other sipping milk tea during my first evening of
fieldwork in Concord. Bhagirath’s family was the last family to leave his village in
Bhutan. He recollected,
All the schools were closed, hospitals were closed, drinking water taps
were closed, shopping stalls were closed. And people started leaving
the village. And when everybody left, and it was just our family, at
night the army came – as usual – and said ‘okay, you are the last
family to leave.’ So we had two choices. Either you leave, right away,
or we shoot you down and burn the house. (Personal communication,
October 2015)
Bhagirath and his family traversed the jungle by night until they reached the Indian
border. They sought refuge with an Indian family but were soon forced to leave by
the Indian government. Loaded into a truck, dropped off at the India/Nepal border,
and “directed to the refugee camps”, Bhagirath’s family was driven into Nepal to join
other displaced southern Bhutanese families. Bhagirath spent almost two decades in
the camps before coming to America, where he has now been resettled for seven
years. He lives in Concord with his wife, Sudha, his seven year-old son and his twoyear-old daughter.
6

See Fig. 3
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1.3

A New Portraiture
Although I got to know Bhuwan quite well over the course of our semester

together, I never made the connection that he was a member of the southern
Bhutanese (Lhotshampa) population that had been the target of ethnic violence in
Bhutan. In fact, I never even knew that the refugee conflict had happened until I
viewed a documentary called The Refugees of Shangri-La upon returning to America.
Ironically, I realized in retrospect that the partial truth sold to me in the documentary
Happy, which had compelled me to go to Bhutan just over a year prior, now left me
with a bitter taste as I watched the other side of the story. How had this enormous
conflict remained so masterfully hidden from me? Or was it there the whole time,
staring me in the face but blocked from my view by the mighty forces of the
country’s eerie silence around the topic coupled with my own chronic case of cultural
relativism?
The purpose of this thesis is to document a largely untold story, and to lend
space to the voices of Bhutanese refugees who have been disowned in the name of a
nationalist project, who have endured immense suffering as a result, and whose
narrative still remains largely neglected in discourses of forced migration and
diaspora. What does it mean to be Bhutanese in America? How do resettled
Bhutanese refugees manage their Bhutanese-ness, and how do they perceive/conceive
of Bhutan (as a nation and as a homeland) given their “exclusion from history itself”
(Appadurai 2006: 35)? How do they reconcile their lives as refugees with Bhutan’s
mono-cultural international image? How do they maintain links with each other, and
with homeland, despite dispersion, if at all? How do they manage their multiplex
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ethno-linguistic, cultural, and national identities from positions of resettlement? Are
they happy in America?

1.4

Identity, Diaspora, Globalization
I will analyze the Bhutanese refugee experience through an anthropological

lens which leans toward postmodernism. Answering the question “what does it mean
to be Bhutanese in America” is only possible if the theoretical point of entry reflects
the current moment. As with any refugee population, the Bhutanese refugee case
proves itself to be dynamic and intricate due to the ways in which modern people
blend global and local, virtual and real, self and other. As the southern Bhutanese
have historically been twice displaced, the boundaries with which they draw their
identities can, as a result, be quite complex, elusive, and difficult to discern. Thus, an
ethnographic representation of Bhutanese refugees must not assume that “cultures”
are fixed and place-specific. It must account for the large and small “imagined
communities” at work; in this case, the newly formed Bhutanese diaspora (Anderson
2006). Bhutanese refugees comprise what Arjun Appadurai (1996) calls the
“ethnoscape”; a neologism which points to “the landscape of persons who constitute
the shifting world in which we live: tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guest
workers, and other moving groups and individuals . . . who appear to affect the
politics of (and between) nations to a highly unprecedented degree” (33). In the
globalized world, individual and group identities do not have fixed start or end points.
Appadurai’s notion of the “ethnoscape” makes room for people who are
deterritorialized, on the move, and no longer inevitably tied to one single place and
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culture: “The landscapes of group identity – the ethnoscapes – around the world are
no longer familiar anthropological objects, insofar as groups are no longer tightly
territorialized, spatially bounded, historically unselfconscious, or culturally
homogenous… the ethnoscapes of today’s world are profoundly interactive”
(Appadurai 1996: 48).
Traditional ethnography, then, becomes an insufficient portrait of the human
experience, as people are ever blending, modifying, reapplying, and no doubt
appropriating, each other’s styles, products, and ideas on a global scale. A new
methodology of cultural representation that accounts for such fantastic disorder must
emerge, a “cultural chaos theory” founded on the notion that “the configuration of
cultural forms in today’s world [are] fundamentally fractal” (Appadurai 1996: 46).
Appadurai expands: “What a new style of ethnography can do is to capture the impact
of deterritorialization on the imaginative resources of lived, local experiences. Put
another way, the task of ethnography now becomes the unraveling of a conundrum:
what is the nature of locality as a lived experience in the globalized, deterritorialized
world?” Appadurai calls on the ethnographer to look for the local in the global and
the global in the local: “ethnographers can no longer be content with the thickness
they bring to the local and the particular, nor can they assume that as they approach
the local, they approach something more elementary, more contingent, and thus more
real than life seen in larger-scale perspectives” (54). For the anthropologist, making
light of the local is not an option.

12
1.5

Methodology
In the spirit of finding the local in the global and the global in the local, I

make room for both “real” and “virtual” spaces in my ethnographic analysis. I
examine the ways Bhutanese refugees carve out, engage with, and move through
locations where they feel a sense of “shared belonging”, whether those locations exist
in physical or virtual space (Dufoix 2003). This means I have conducted half of my
ethnographic research online, sometimes drawing conclusions from behind a
computer screen as opposed to the more traditional position of “being there.” I weave
together online testimonies and interviews taken from YouTube videos, online news
articles, and even internet comments, with seven full days of traditional, face-to-face
fieldwork conducted with resettled Bhutanese refugees in Concord and Manchester,
New Hampshire, and Roanoke, Virginia.

1.6

Limitations
One limitation of this thesis is its research question. If, as Clifford Geertz

(1973) famously writes, “cultural analysis is intrinsically incomplete,” than even
more incomplete is the cultural analysis of “identity.” As a cultural phenomenon,
identity is often assumed to be individual, fixed, understood by its keeper, and
primordial. Yet this static theorization of identity has been largely abandoned in the
social sciences, leaving a loose and unspecific definition in its place. Now, identity is
fluid, multiplex, contextually dependent, and plural. “Identity” refers to at least three
different dimensions: “first, how the individual perceives himself; second, how the
person is popularly perceived; and third, how the individual is perceived by the social
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scientist” (Lewellen 2002: 92). To assume that identity is traceable, or even
objectively real beyond the anthropologist’s interpretation, is naïve. This thesis asks
the naïve question, “What does it mean to be Bhutanese in America?” It is a question
without a clear answer; indeed it provokes an infinite variation of answers, of which
only some will be discussed in the pages to follow.
The second limitation is that this paper is built around ethnographic data
provided almost exclusively by male, middle-aged respondents. Due to a shortage of
time and an inability to speak the language of Nepali, I set up interviews with anyone
who was willing to talk to me. Mostly, this elicited responses from males in their 20s,
30s, and 40s, who were affiliated with community organizations and could speak
English well. Although more female perspectives would have been preferable, I am
thankful for my focused one-on-one time with the few women I was indeed able to
talk to, the most featured of whom is Sudha Khatiwada.

1.7

Outline
The first chapter will provide the historical context of the Bhutanese refugee

conflict, focusing specifically on how the larger political climate of the Himalayan
region in the twentieth century influenced the government of Bhutan to marginalize,
“other”, ethnically cleanse, and eventually drive out the Nepali-speaking Bhutanese
population from the southern foothills. The second chapter will discuss how
Bhutanese refugees, now dispersed from each other and separated from their
homeland, “manage distances” across diaspora by engaging with each other in
socially and politically active ways at digital meeting places. This chapter will
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address the question of how the Bhutanese diaspora is held together, as I examine the
strategies by which Bhutanese refugees are maintaining links with people across
distances, and in doing so, reimagining their Bhutanese identities.
The third chapter addresses the query “how do Bhutanese refugees relate to
Bhutan?” This chapter uses an Asian/African food market, a physical site of
belonging shared amongst members of the migrant communities in New Hampshire,
as a point of departure for gauging refugee perspectives of Bhutan as a nation versus
Bhutan as a homeland. I wrestle with questions such as: Do Bhutanese refugees still
feel sympathetic toward the Royal family of Bhutan? How do they relate to Bhutan’s
international guise from their loci of resettlement? The fourth chapter unpacks what it
means to be a refugee, and analyzes the processes by which Bhutanese “refugees” are
in fact being “productive citizens,” serving as agents of change in their greater
communities. In this chapter I consider the social and political layers of the interview
responses I have received, as I temporarily turn the gaze onto the storyteller’s
audience and look self-reflexively at my own role in the interview process. The fifth
and final body chapter traces the patterns by which Bhutanese refugees narrate their
life histories and represent their whole selves during our interviews, examining how
they negotiate their personal and collective pasts with, and against, the present.
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Figure 1

I have just been blessed by Shrishti. Concord, New Hampshire, October 2015
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Figure 2

The extended Khatiwada family assembled for pictures.
Concord, New Hampshire. October 2015
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Figure 3

Bhagirath Khatiwada smiles from his office desk.
Manchester, New Hampshire, January 2016
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Becoming Refugees: A Historical Context

2.1

First Arrival
The initial arrival of Nepali immigrants in Bhutan is a subject of continual

debate, as discovered by Michael Hutt, a British scholar of South Asian studies whose
research has focused primarily on Nepal and Bhutan. After conducting fieldwork in
the refugee camps of Nepal, Hutt wrote the most complete account of the Lhotshampa
refugee conflict to date: Unbecoming Citizens: Culture, Nationhood, and the Flight of
Refugees From Bhutan (2003). Many Lhotshampas have argued that their Nepali
ancestors entered Bhutan as long ago as 1624, during the time of Bhutan’s first
political leader, Shabdrung Ngawang Namgyel. This is disputed by the Royal
Bhutanese government, which officially reports the first Nepali settlers in 1900 (Hutt
2003: 25). Hutt finds that the Nepali-speaking southern Bhutanese were originally
“peasant cultivators of the middle hills and plains of Nepal” who migrated eastward
in order to escape heavy taxation from the Gorkhali empire. They settled in five
southern districts, Samchi, Sarbhang, Chirang, Dagana, and Samdrup Jongkhar,
where they built stone houses with thatched roofs and cultivated wet rice on
expansive plots of land (22, 60). The southern Nepali-speaking populations had
limited contact with the northern populations, and some accounts delineate an ethnic
boundary between the north and south which southerners were not allowed to cross
(61). Additional waves of Nepali (and also Indian) settlers arrived in the early
twentieth century, with another spurt starting in the 1960s, coinciding with Bhutan’s
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first “five-year plan.” Many in this wave of immigration were brought in to work as
construction laborers.

2.2

Ethnic Categories in Bhutan
Bhutan’s population is thought to be separated into three distinct ethnic

categories: “the Ngalongs in the west; the Sharcrops in the east; and the Lhotshampas
in the South” (Hutt: 4). “Ngalong” is popularly taken to mean “First Risen,”
signifying that the Ngalongs were the first Bhutanese community to follow Buddhism
(4). “Lhotshampa,” meaning “people of the south,” is a Dzongkha term which
emerged in the 1980s to describe the Nepali-speaking, predominately Hindu
populations settled in southern Bhutan (5). Despite being an ethnic minority in
Bhutan overall, the Ngalongs have always held political power. Throughout the 20th
century, the Ngalongs used their political influence to institute policies of
“Bhutanization” which effectively redefined Bhutanese culture around Ngalong
norms (Hutt 2003: 4).
In the second half of the twentieth century, the Ngalongs and Sharcrops came
to be known as Drukpas, meaning “people of Bhutan.” The Dzongkha term
“Lhotshampa” has been used by Drukpas to construct the southern Bhutanese as the
Drukpas’ cultural opposite (Banki 2008: 32). This term glosses over the ethnic
diversity of southern Bhutan, clumping together all southern Bhutanese people by two
identifiable characteristics: their language (Nepali) and their religion (Hinduism).
Although the term “Lhotshampa” is employed as an ethnic descriptor, it is actually an
imposed ethnic category coined by the Royal Government of Bhutan in order to
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isolate and target all the Nepali-speaking Hindu Bhutanese people of the south. The
actual ethnic categories represented by this population include the “Rais, Limbus,
Gurungs, and Tamangs, some of whom practice Buddhism” (Evans 2010: 27). These
ethnic groups made up at least one sixth of Bhutan’s total population at the time of
the refugee crisis (Mishra 2013).
The cultural differences between Drukpas and Lhotshampas were not a source
of social or political tension until the 1970s and 1980s, when external pressures
shifted political relationships in the greater Himalayan region and ignited fear
amongst members of the Royal Government of Bhutan that their political and cultural
dominance might be usurped by the Lhotshampas of the South. The first definitive
example of a “regional political development that troubled Bhutan’s leaders” was
India’s annexation of Sikkim in 1975 (Banki 2008: 36). Bhutanese politicians blamed
Sikkim’s loss of sovereignity on the decision of some ethnic Nepalis to vote against
Sikkim’s independence. As a result, the Royal Government of Bhutan “feared that
ethnic Nepalis could similarly threaten their own kingdom” because they thought the
Lhotshampas to occupy the same structural position in their society that the Nepali’s
occupied in Sikkim (Banki: 36).
Another significant external source of pressure on the Royal Government of
Bhutan originated in a conflict between the Indian government and the Gorkhaland
National Liberation Front, a Nepali Indian militant group who “demanded a separate
state of ‘Gorkhaland’ in West Bengal, India, and recognition of rights and language
within the Indian constitution” (Banki 2008: 36). Because the changing political
climate surrounding Bhutan caused the Royal Government of Bhutan to watch the
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Nepali-speaking Bhutanese people of the south with increasing fear and suspicion,
Lhotshampas became a more marked ethnic category. It was at this point that the
imagined ethnic opposition between the Drukpas of the north and the Lhotshampas of
the south took root, and the Lhotshampas became more socially and politically
marginalized in the Bhutanese national consciousness.

2.3

Citizenship Acts
Several citizenship laws were enacted in a row during the 1970s and 1980s in

order to render the acquisition of Bhutanese citizenship harder for Lhotshampas in
particular. After India annexed Sikkim in 1975, Bhutan imposed a Citizenship Act in
1977 under which “non-national wives” could not acquire citizenship by marrying
“Bhutanese nationals” (Hutt 2003: 147). In other words, Nepali women from outside
Bhutan could not obtain citizenship by marrying Bhutanese men. The 1977 act also
required citizenship applicants to have “at least a smattering of ‘Bhutanese language’
and some knowledge of Bhutanese history”, which few southern Bhutanese villagers
were acquainted with (Hutt: 147). Three years later, a Marriage Act was implemented
in 1980 which introduced “punitive measures against Bhutanese who married nonBhutanese” (148). This act was partially enacted in order to end the marrying of
Nepali wives from outside of Bhutan. The third and most drastic act on nationality
and citizenship came in 1985. This act “provided for citizenship by birth (but only
when both parents were citizens of Bhutan), by registration (for persons ‘permanently
domiciled in Bhutan on or before 31 December 1958’ whose names were ‘registered
in the census register maintained by the Ministry of Home Affairs’), or by
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naturalization” (148). Furthermore, this act also required applicants for naturalization
to pass a written examination in the Dzongkha language, which contained material
about Bhutanese (specifically Drukpa) culture, traditions, and history (148). These
three successive acts regarding citizenship in 1977, 1980, and 1985 were passed both
to restrict and control Lhotshampa population growth, and to promote “Drukpa”
cultural and political dominance in Bhutan.

2.4

The 1988 Census
In 1988 Bhutan conducted its first official census. The census takers, civil

servants from the Home Ministry in Thimphu, were sent to visit every home in
southern Bhutan and demand proof of Bhutanese citizenship from every family. In
order for Bhutanese citizens to be recorded in the census register that year, “people
had to produce a tax receipt date 1958, the year of the enactment of Bhutan’s first
Nationality Law” (Hutt 2003: 153). Any documents that were generated more
recently were disregarded and sometimes confiscated. For many Bhutanese
householders, the requested 1958 receipts had been issued to their respective fathers
or grandfathers. In these cases, further proof of their authentic family relationship to
the name on the receipt had to be verified by local elders (Hutt: 153). Lhotshampa
refugees cite the 1988 census as “an initiative which was designed to strip them of the
citizenship they had previously been granted and reduce the size of the ethnic Nepali
population of Bhutan” (Hutt: 153). Evans concurs that in the south, the census “reclassified many Lhotshampas who had previously been granted citizenship cards as
non-nationals” (Evans 2010: 28).
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The 1988 census outlined seven categories of citizenship for assessing the
people of Bhutan, which were listed as F1-F7:
F1. Genuine Bhutanese citizens
F2. Returned migrants (people who had left Bhutan and then returned)
F3. ‘Drop-out’ cases: people who were not around at the time of the census
F4. A non-national woman married to a Bhutanese man
F5. A non-national man married to a Bhutanese woman
F6. Adoption cases (children who have been legally adopted)
F7. Non-nationals, i.e., migrants and illegal settlers.
(A1 1992: 5-6 in Hutt 2003: 154)

During the early stages of the census operation, “very few Lhotshampas were
registered as F7”, yet “the census teams came around again and again” (Hutt 155156). The categories imposed on the ethnic groups in the South were often arbitrary
(in some instances, members of the same family would be placed in different
categories), and placements would be changed capriciously. Through the process of
collecting and re-collecting census data throughout 1988, The Royal Government of
Bhutan became acutely aware of the massive numbers of Lhotshampa people settled
in the south. The Royal Government pegged the southern populations as clusters of
illegal immigrants which, together, constituted an enormous threat to Bhutan’s
“Drukpa Buddhist culture” (Evans 2010: 29).

2.5

The Petition to the King and “One Nation, One People”
In the refugee camps of Nepal, Bhutanese residents often cited the story of

Sita Mothe Darjee when they talk about the events of the 1988 census (Hutt 2003:
195). Sita was a Nepali-Bhutanese woman who, when ordered by census officials to
leave Bhutan and separate from her family, tragically took her own life. Hutt reports
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that in response to Sita’s suicide, “Lhotshampas are said to have begun to bring their
concerns about the census to Tek Nath Rizal and Bidyapati Bhandari, the Royal
Advisory Councillors who at that time represented the south. Rizal sought and was
granted an audience with the King, in which he explained the people’s concerns and
requested that the new policies be reviewed” (198). At the request of the King, Rizal
and Bhandari put the concerns of their people in writing and presented it to him. They
wrote and signed a 1500-word petition in English, dated 9 April 1988, which detailed
the mistreatment of Lhotshampas in the south by the Bhutanese state. Upon reading
this, the King accused Rizal of lying and expelled him from the Royal Advisory
Council.7
In 1989, the government imposed the “One Nation, One People” policy upon
the nation. Through the enforcement of Driglam Namzha,8 “a traditional Buddhist
code of dress and etiquette,” Drukpa Bhutanese officials forced Lhotshampas to
conform to Drukpa culture (Evans 2010: 29). While the Driglam Namzha code of
conduct was centuries-old, it became more adamantly enforced at this time of “One
Nation, One People” (Banki 2008: 38). The “One Nation, One People” policy
smacked of ethnic nationalism: Nepali language-learning was banned from schools
and instead only Dzongkha was to be spoken.9 The hot, heavy traditional garments of

7

Later, after setting up a human rights organization in Nepal, Tek Nath Rizal was
seized by Nepalese police in 1989, flown to Bhutan, and jailed in Rabuna prison at
Wangdi Phodrang for supposedly conspiring to overthrow the government (Hutt
2003: 202).
8
Dzongkha: “the way (lam) of conscious (namzha) harmony (drig)” (Ura 1994: 247
in Hutt 2003: 165).
9
Dzongkha had already been the national language since 1961 and had been made
compulsory to learn in the 1970s, but many southern Bhutanese still spoke Nepali at
school (Hutt 2003).
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the Drukpa national dress were required to be worn in public spaces by all Bhutanese
people, no matter their culture. This meant that Lhotshampa farmers were made to
wear kiras and ghos while cultivating their land in the hot sun. Also, despite being
predominately Hindu, Lhotshampas were expected to practice the national religion of
Buddhism. They had to observe Buddhist holidays, abide by Buddhist norms and live
according to a Buddhist attitude and philosophy. Through the “One Nation, One
People” policy, Bhutan cultivated a homogenous national identity which attempted to
erase Lhotshampa culture altogether, and thus to achieve the intended result of
“Bhutanization” and supposed “cultural unity.”
Among the southern Bhutanese, there were a range of responses to these
policies, from attempts to lay low and wait them out to active resistance movements.
At first, Lhotshampas organized peaceful anti-government rallies to demand fair
treatment, press for minority rights (including religious liberty and language rights),
and call for citizenship to be granted to longtime residents of the southern villages. As
pleas for more just democratic processes and policies continued to go unmet, some
activists resorted to anti-government attacks. This prompted the Royal Government of
Bhutan to respond with more draconian measures.10 It was at this point that the ruling
northern Drukpa regime started to engage in a more deliberate policy of forced
removal and ethnic cleansing.

10

These measures included categorizing the Bhutan Peoples’ Party as a “terrorist
organization,” instituting border checks and internal travel regulations, and
encouraging citizens’ militias to be formed.

26
2.6

State Violence and Forced Flight
It was at the tail end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s when the

Royal Government of Bhutan’s ethnic cleansing policies peaked, provoking the flight
of Lhotshampa families from their homes in the southern villages of Bhutan.
Beginning in 1990 and continuing until 1992, the Royal Government of Bhutan sent
their military forces to empty out the southern villages. Lhotshampa people (mostly
male heads of households) were detained, tortured, and forced to sign “Voluntary
Migration Forms” (VMF’s). Many faced threats that their houses would be burned
and their families would be killed if they did not comply.
In his New York Times article “Bhutan is No Shangri-La”, Vidhyapati Mishra
(2013) provides a vivid personal account of the day his family was uprooted and
dispelled from southern Bhutan. In the winter of 1991, uniformed officers burst into
his home and ripped up his parents’ citizenship documents and birth certificates. They
dragged Mishra’s father outside, “kicking him and slapping his face” in front of his
family. They imprisoned and tortured Mishra’s father for 91 days until he finally
agreed to sign a VMF. The family was given one week to leave Bhutan. They were
loaded into trucks and “dumped at the doorstep of Nepal”, where they have been
living in the Damak refugee camp with other displaced Lhotshampa refugees ever
since. Mishra’s evocative story is just one of thousands of similar accounts from the
early 1990s. In the end, over 100,000 Lhotshampa people were robbed of their
citizenship and forcibly evicted from the nation (Hutt 2003: 256).
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2.7

Conditions of the Refugee Camps in Nepal
In late 1990, refugees first began setting up bamboo huts in the Jhapa district

of Nepal on the banks of the Kankai Mai river (Hutt: 257). Throughout 1991, the
number of refugees in Nepal surged upward, causing other camps to be set up in
various nearby locations. In response to i) the growing number of refugees in Nepal
and ii) a spike in violence and health problems in the refugee camps11, the
government of Nepal decided to delegate emergency relief coordination to the office
of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in September of
1991 (Hutt: 257). In mid-1992, almost 600 people were newly arriving to the camps
every day. By 1993, the final waves of refugees had arrived, leaving Lhotshampa
farms back in southern Bhutan barren and unpopulated. Seven refugee camps were
set up in total.
After taking refuge in Nepal, Bhutanese refugees spearheaded numerous
attempts to negotiate the terms of their return, through non-violent forms of political
activism as well as sixteen rounds of bilateral discussions between the governments
of Bhutan and Nepal. All of these attempts have elicited no result. In response, the
Royal Government of Bhutan repeatedly turned a blind eye to its displaced citizens
and disallowed them from returning home. Meanwhile, Bhutanese refugees in Nepal
kept their citizenship cards and land receipts safe as they lived in limbo and awaited
their repatriation from the refugee camps in Nepal. Stripped of their agency and
unable to provide for themselves, they survived on humble food rations and waited in
11

Reilly (1994: 131) reports that infant mortality rates in the camps were at one point
as high as 30 children per day in May and June 1992. Additionally, health problems
such as malnutrition, dehydration, diarrhoea, measles and cholera were common.
Cases of suicide were not unheard of (Hutt: 256).
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lines to drink water from outdoor spouts. When hopes of repatriation dwindled
through the 2000s, many Lhotshampa families turned toward the prospect of thirdcountry-resettlement. Still, some 10,000 to 12,000 people who refuse to resettle
remain living in the refugee camps of Nepal.12 For them, repatriation to Bhutan is the
only option (Shrestha 2015).

2.8

Fractured Families
On November 19, 2015, the United Nations High Commission for Refugees

announced an accomplishment: the resettlement of the 100,000th Bhutanese refugee,
fifty-three-year-old Devi Maya Thapa (Shrestha 2015). After spending two decades in
Nepal, Devi traveled with her husband, children and grandson to join family members
settled in Ohio. The United States has become the largest resettlement site for
Bhutanese refugees – home to 84,819 people – followed by Canada (6,500), Australia
(5,554), New Zealand (1002), Norway (566), the United Kingdom (358), and the
Netherlands (327) (ibid.). By now, almost nine out of every ten refugees from the
camps have left the Jhapa and Morang districts of Nepal and started new lives in new
lands. As the Bhutanese diaspora takes shape and Bhutanese communities become
more cemented in countries of resettlement around the world, refugees’ ability to
maintain connections with their family members across local and global distances
becomes a pressing concern.

12

Of the seven initial refugee camps in Eastern Nepal, only the Beldangi Camp and
the Sanischare Camp remain in Nepal today.
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“We Try To Be Together”: Social Practice As Imagination

3.1

“Managing Distance”
“Diaspora” is a term used loosely in migration discourse to describe a

constellated global community of people who were, at some point in history,
inhabitants of the same place, and who now maintain a connection to that place. In its
widespread use, the denotation of the “diaspora” has become infused with a set of
assumptions which must be questioned and reexamined in the contemporary world.
Stephane Dufoix (2003) traces the evolution of the meaning and usage of the
“diaspora” in migration studies. Once applied strictly to the dispersion of the Jewish
diaspora, this word has come to refer to “any phenomenon of dispersion from a place;
the organization of an ethnic, national, or religious community in one or more
countries; a population spread over more than one territory; the places of dispersion;
… and so on” (Dufoix 2003: 2). Traditionally, models of diasporic formation depict
the physical dispersion of a group of people from one center to several peripheries.
From their “peripheral” stance, members of diaspora renegotiate their identities away
from their homeland or cultural center. While this analysis is not inaccurate, Dufoix
notes that “[this] usage of diaspora tends to downplay politics while promoting
uniformity” (60). It renders members of a diaspora an apolitical, undifferentiated
mass, so much so that the word “diaspora” tends to be used as if it were its own
“actor capable of thought and action” (56).
Dufoix critiques the static manner with which the notion of diaspora is often
invoked, arguing that it is too often presumed to be a fixed phenomenon in which the
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trans-state links between members of a particular diasporic community are assumed
to be naturally present. Such essentialist thinking is not useful because, as Dufoix
writes, it “exempts [diaspora] from any examination of its modalities of
establishment, decline, transformation, or disappearance” (56). In his own terms,
Dufoix explains diaspora as a labyrinth of threads that people extend to each other
across global distances:
…‘[D]iaspora’ builds and gives meaning to links between people by
weaving guiding threads that stretch across tens of thousands of miles
and shine like familiar light in the labyrinth of others.” (Dufoix 2003:
3)
To Dufoix, the phenomenon of people moving is not in itself interesting. Rather, it is
the fluid, fragmented, disorderly processes by which diasporic communities come
into being and disappear that are meaningful. A global community between dispersed
people does not form by itself; diasporas are formed and sustained through the
maintenance of interpersonal connections across local and global distances at physical
and virtual sites where people are “brought together by their belief in a shared
belonging” (98). How do Bhutanese refugees “manage distance” from their friends
and family members from dispersed resettlement sites?

3.2

Family as the Nexus of Diaspora
If “diaspora” refers to the connections and relationships sustained between

members of a group of people who “are brought together by their belief in a shared
belonging”, then for Bhutanese refugees, the family is the locus point of the larger
diasporic network. Tulshi Sharma voiced:
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In old days, maybe I would go back to Nepal because I have land over
there and my parents are living over there…The parents now are
getting a lot of problems. One kid lives in Florida, some of them live
here, there. That is not the good way of children. Parents give us birth,
they raise us, they prepare everything when we are very small, and
when we start earning, and when the parents become like small
children, at that time, in my case I will never take my parents to the
nursing home… My heart says that, because they gave us birth… And
in the old age, when they need our help, we should not be separated
from parents. That is my motto. In the absence of parents, we are not
able to see this world. We are a part of our parents. (Personal
communication, 26 November 2015, 42:00)
Tulshi views the familial relationship between parents and children as an inextricable
link which should never include being separated by physical distance (“we are part of
our parents”). He depicts birth and death as a cyclical phenomenon when he remarks
that children must take care of their parents when they “become like small children”;
when they become dependent on their children to help them meet their basic needs.
He makes a clear statement of values here that is in direct opposition to the values he
sees practiced in the new country: “in my case I will never take my parents to the
nursing home.” Though circumstances have forced a physical separation, Tulshi
hangs on tenaciously to the filial respect that runs deep in his culture of origin: “In the
absence of parents, we are not able to see this world.” Although Tulshi is separated
from his mother, he calls her every single night: “She always cries on the phone,” he
lamented to me.
Among the members of a migrant group there are always a range of different
“ideologies of return”, or attitudes and degrees of wanting to “go home” (Brettell
2000: 100). For many resettled Bhutanese refugees who are middle-aged to elderly,
the prospect of repatriating to Bhutan and living there permanently has been accepted
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as an impossibility at this point – their roots have been re-established in America, and
they would not want to go back to Bhutan anyway. As Bhagirath told me defiantly,
“For me, if Bhutan asked me to go back to Bhutan, I would not go. Because many
things have changed, and my life is stabilized here” (Personal Communication, 28
October 2015). Family reunification appears to be the single most powerful force
guiding Bhutanese efforts to maintain links across global distances. As such, the
indefinite separation of families and their subsequent distribution across the world
remains a problem for Bhutanese refugees, many of whom construct Hindu
worldviews around a cyclical balance of roles in the family. As many families have
been dismantled and only partly patched back together throughout the past three
decades, many people fear that they may never see some of their family members
again, especially those who still live in Bhutan or Nepal.
Toward the end of a 2014 documentary following the resettlement experiences
of Bhutanese refugee families from Nepal to America, a wizened elder wearing a
tight blue infiniti scarf around his neck reports from his armchair in Keene, New
Hampshire: “Here it is fine, we will always be happy. But I have two children left in
the refugee camp. If you go there again, please bring back my family members. I have
no other problem than this. I will always be happy” (Bramante and Weinfurter: 2014).
This evidence suggests that the Bhutanese ideology of return is shaped around the
reunion of long-lost family and friends, as opposed to the prospect of returning to a
physical homeland; reconnection with family supersedes reunion with a certain place.
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Royal Drukpa officers forced almost all
Nepali-Bhutanese families living in the southern villages of Bhutan to leave their
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homes, although there were some exceptions. Some Lhotshampas, like those who
were living outside of their villages at the height of the ethnic cleansing conflict, were
arbitrarily granted the right to stay in Bhutan even as their families in the south were
evicted. This has left many Lhotshampa families separated indefinitely until this day.
Lhotshampas were further split up when some members of a single family were
categorized as “genuine Bhutanese citizens” while others were marked “nonnationals.” This happened to Ruptisima (see Fig. 4), who decided to leave his job as a
teacher in Bhutan and go to the refugee camp with his family at the time of their
eviction:
My parents were asked to sign the voluntary migration form. When I
came home from school vacation I learned that my parents were forced
to sign that. And I approached the administration and they still didn’t
allow [my parents] to stay. And the head of the district told me that I
can stay, at least for two years, and by then they would find my
substitute so after that I have to leave . . . They consider me as a
genuine citizen in Bhutan, whereas they told my wife that she is not
Bhutanese. They said she falls under “F” on the form – that means I
married her from outside the country. That’s what they told me. But
her parents were born in Bhutan. She was born in Bhutan. Her brother
is still in Bhutan and he is still called a citizen . . . [So] I came to the
camp. (Personal communication, 22 October 2015)
I talked to Ruptisima outside of his home on a warm autumn day in Concord as tikka
paste fell from his forehead to the ground, warmed by the sun. Marking the victory of
the Hindu god Rama over the evil demon Ravana, Diwali is a time of year in South
Asia when families travel long distances to reconnect, sometimes after long periods
of time apart. It is also a time when dispersed Bhutanese families feel the strain of
long-distance separation more fully, especially during Durga Puja, the day dedicated
to the celebration of family and homecoming.
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Ruptisima led me inside his home into a living room packed full of people
wearing traditional Hindu garments and colorful hats, their foreheads pasted with red
blotches of tikka. Rupti’s mother approached me and I bowed before her. She blessed
me with holy water (a mixture of sugar and basil leaves) and gave me dried coconut
to eat. “When you come to a Bhutanese household, you must eat!” she said in Nepali.
As we walked back outside, Ruptisima gestured toward his Concord home,
overflowing with family, and told me he is “happier now.” Although he still has his
Bhutanese citizenship, he suspects that Bhutan will not let him return (he would not
want to anyway). Still, his wife longs to see her brother again but does not know if or
when this will be possible.
Bhutanese Community of New Hampshire employee Tilak Niroula indicated
another motive for reuniting with family:
We came from the background that we needed community. When
someone dies in our religion, we try to be together for some extent.
We have to do 16-days long religious rituals, so during those 16 days,
we try our best to be together, all of our relatives. My aunt, my uncle,
cousins, everyone. We try to be together. We are not here in the same
state. Someone in Alaska, someone in Washington, someone in
Arizona, someone in Michigan, someone in Texas, Colorado, someone
everywhere. But Facebook, twitter, emails, phones, make us very
close. So we share with our relatives, and we try to be together, for at
least a couple of days. (Personal communication, 7 January 2016)
We try to be together: Tilak repeated this pithy comment several times. Despite being
dispersed around the world, Bhutanese refugees use communication technology,
especially social media platforms, to “try to be together” across immense distances
and assemble themselves at new virtual sites of locality where they can stay
connected with each other, negotiate their contested relationships with homeland, and
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pursue religious, social, and political agendas. Even though his family is spread
across the United States and around the world, Tilak notes that there are certain times
when the reunion of family is not just preferable, but imperative. One of these times
is after the death of a community member; another is during the Hindu festival of
Diwali. During these times, and all the time for that matter, Bhutanese refugees can
manage distances from family members instantaneously at sites of reconnection
online.

3.3

Digital Diasporas
How do family members manage reunion if being together physically is

impossible? Dufoix (2003) theorizes that the advent of new information technology
allows for connections across global distances to be instantly and easily made,
resulting in the severing of space from time: “Something that was virtually impossible
thirty years ago is a reality today: it is now faster and cheaper for a Japanese living in
Paris to read the Tokyo Shimbum online than to go buy it at a newsstand” (98).
Information technology offers a way for its users to foster a “copresence” between
“here” and “there,” “because here and there have lost some of their meaning” (100).
The opportunities offered by information technology and social media are
tremendously valuable for members of a global diaspora. Not only is it possible now
for people to quite literally be in two places at once; people are able to participate in
active networks and communities that, because they exist in virtual space, are
“nonterritorial” in physical space (100). Given these “supermodern” circumstances,
the “center to periphery” model of diaspora becomes unstable. Physical “centers” are
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now being yoked by various emerging virtual centers, leaving the “periphery” all but
nonexistent. Online sites where diasporic communities and networks meet are ripe
spaces for refugees to realign with their diasporic identities from their new shifted
equilibriums of physical place.
Jennifer Brinkerhoff (2009) researches nine cases of digital diaspora
organizations on the internet in what is considered to be one of the first scholarly
studies of the phenomenon of digital Diasporas. She finds that digital Diasporas serve
the important functions of “community building, norm development, and issue
framing” (14). Brinkerhoff summarizes,
Members use discussion forums to disseminate information about the
homeland faith and/or culture; to reinforce or recreate identity to make
it more relevant and sustainable across generations in diaspora; and to
connect to and participate in homeland relationships, festivals, and
socio-economic development. Members’ discussions reflect diasporas’
embrace and experimentation with liberal values, which inform
conflict mitigation, political agendas, and homeland socio-economic
development contributions. (Brinkerhoff 2009: 14)
Brinkerhoff explores how the internet is used resourcefully and positively by
members of Diasporas: “[t]he interactive components of the internet enable the
creation of cyber-communities that connect dispersed populations and provide
solidarity among members” (Brinkerhoff 2009: 14). This solidarity lends people the
power and agency to rally together and effect real social and political change both for
their communities, and in national and international affairs (15).
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3.4

The Bhutan News Service
One of the major virtual platforms through which Bhutanese refugees

disseminate information and stay socially and politically engaged is the Bhutan News
Service (BNS), an independent online news agency started by Bhutanese refugees in
America which operates vis-à-vis the Diaspora. According to the “About Us” section,
“the agency was founded in 2004 with an aim to keep community informed and
continue advocating any issues related to Bhutan.” The BNS website (see Fig. 5) has
sections in both English and Nepali which feature news articles, opinion pieces, radio
stories, news videos, advertisements, and informational posts related to Bhutan,
Nepal, and countries of resettlement. Under the logo in the top left corner, a black
narrow strip of headings read “Main News”, “Column & Opinion”, “Interview”,
“Feature”, “Nepali Section”, “Radio”, “Video”, and “Community Events.” Hovering
over each of these highlighted sections generates gray dropdown menus which further
compartmentalize the information in that umbrella category. Under “Main News” are
the subcategories of “Diaspora / Exile / Resettlement”, “Politics”, “Nation”,
“Economy”, “Sports/Entertainment”, “City”, “Back to College”, “Books/Films”,
“Human Rights” and “Media.” By clicking on any of these subsections, one is
directed to a page of relevant news articles filtered by date, with the most recent
article listed first. These articles are flanked on the right-hand side by advertisments
portraying books published by Bhutanese authors for sale, links to the BNS Facebook
page, and online projects undertaken by the Bhutan Media Society.13

13

i.e. the “Stories of Hope” series (referenced in Chapter 3) and the “Back to
College” project which works to encourage Bhutanese refugees to participate in
higher education.
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The BNS website is a space where Bhutanese refugees affirm their ties to
Bhutan and propagate social and political commentary. It establishes a “habitat of
meaning” through which Bhutanese refugees make identity decisions and draw their
own borders by defining their positional relationships to homes and homelands
(Lewellen 2002: 191). The subsection titled “Nation”, for instance, contains articles
which document current events in Bhutan. Recent updates have covered the King and
Queen’s baby prince, the kidnapping of three Gelephu villagers by the Bhutanese
army in February, and reports of earthquake tremors in the Himalayas. The title
“Nation” functions as a politically loaded statement of Bhutanese diasporic identity;
here Bhutanese refugees can reclaim their Bhutanese national affiliation, an identity
they have been denied. This subsection also provides its readers with the chance to
keep Bhutan close and stay informed. Although the government of Bhutan has
attempted to cut off its refugees, members of the Bhutanese diaspora are nevertheless
staying informed and keeping the nation close.
Adjacent to the “Nation” subsection is the “Diaspora / Exile / Resettlement”
compartment, which contains news about members of the Bhutanese diaspora posted
from locations around the world. Recent titles include: “Newly resettled girl dies in
car accident in TX”; “BCN [Bhutanese Community in the Netherlands] observes New
Year day in the Netherlands”; “Soccer tournament announced in honor of teens killed
in train crash”; “Promotion of Mental Health Awareness and trainings among
resettled Bhutanese through Community Trainers” and “Two Exiled Bhutanese
Receive Red Passport from USA-NKF”. BNS provides well-rounded coverage of the
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varied experiences of resettled Bhutanese refugees around the world, depicting their
successes, challenges and tribulations, large and small.
The BNS website is also a localized space for resistance and dialogue. For
example, in the comment section underneath a 2013 article in the “Politics” section
called “Bhutanomics dead in Bhutan; Surviving outside” opinions and perceptions of
Bhutan are discussed in response to the content of the article.14 The first comment on
March 20, 2013 by user “Nima Tamang” reads, “Irony of a Royal Government of
Bhutan, who claims Gross National Happiness (GNH) in words, but not in action.”
To this, someone with username “pneupane” responds on March 22, 2013: “The
governing system of Bhutan is like a pumpkin, looking fresh from outside but rotten
inside. The world evaluate Bhutan looking at its natural beauty… but in reality
Bhutanese government is the most corrupted and despotic in the world. The gross
national happiness is the blanket used to cover its despotism and suffering of the
people from the outside world.” This elicits a third response on March 23, 2013 from
user “Ram Bahadur Lamchanay Gurung”: “Dear pneupane, You should not forget
that, pumpkin is poor man’s diet in our villages. When there is shortage of food, we
used to survive eating pumpkins. So pumpkin was important food for poor villagers
and will remain same. We keep on creating problem between the peaceful community
in the name of religion/caste and regional.” This back-and-forth dialogue reveals a
tension in Bhutanese attitudes toward homeland; while “pneupane” and “Nima
Tamang” critique Bhutan for covering up the refugee crisis with the façade of Gross
National Happiness, “Ran Bahadur Lamchanay Gurung” turns pneupane’s pumpkin

14

Citation and brief description of content goes here
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metaphor on its head in order to advocate an outlook of acceptance. In the span of
these three comments, Bhutanese users vocalize radical opinions, negotiate values
and ideologies, and dictate attitudes and perceptions of Bhutan’s international image.
The online BNS interface allows this conversation, which takes place between three
people who live in different places and post their comments on different days, to
engage in meaningful dialogue with each other.
The BNS website allows exiled/resettled Bhutanese people who possess
digital competence to connect or reconnect with the local and global communities to
which they are affiliated, inviting social and political discourse and debate. These
observations affirm Dufoix’s point that members of diaspora are not, as they are often
painted to be, “uniform” and “apolitical”. The online interface of BNS is a highly
political space; it is a medium of the Bhutanese digital diaspora and serves as a point
of access for members to advance information and ideas which simultaneously
affirm/redefine ties to the homeland while staying tuned into the dynamics of
resettlement.
Unlike the state actors that have exiled, temporarily housed, and resettled the
“Lhotshampa” according to strict laws and procedures which force them into
categories of identity, this website allows for a complex, even polymorphous,
identity. Creators of the website, and visitors to it, are not forced to choose one
identity – or political stance – over another. Those who wish to hold the nation of
Bhutan close can coexist with those who express deep critiques about the actions of
Bhutan’s government. The website is a new cultural center at which Bhutanese
identities come together, come apart, and coexist in dialectical tension.
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3.5

“Home” and “Abroad”
Following Vertovec (1990), Kalra, Kaur and Hutnyk (2005) mount an analysis

of diaspora as a “social form”, emphasizing how members of Diasporas must make
difficult personal identity choices as they balance their participation in networks of
host nation and homeland. The ideas of “home” and “abroad,” however, are not fixed
in polar opposition, and the way an individual positions herself/himself in relation to
these reference points can be constantly subject to change. Kalra, Kaur and Hutnyk
are suspicious of “the supposed unchanging nature of the homeland” in diaspora
studies; they argue instead that “home is not a stable category” (18-19). The
negotiation of host nation and homeland in the social imagination, then, is an act of
positioning and repositioning oneself within dynamic spaces of “home” that may
themselves be rapidly changing. In addition to deciding between already set borders,
members of diaspora also draw and redraw their own borders as they shape their
identities in new cultural contexts. The proliferation of information communication
technologies, then, heightens cultural hybridity in that it allows people to “transcend
state borders” and maintain transnational links (19).

3.6

“All the Lands Are Ours”
Arjun Appadurai (1996) makes a case for what he calls “the imagination as

social practice.” He theorizes that the constant fertilization of mass mediated images
in the individual’s life has lasting implications for her/his imagination, and
consequently, her/his social behavior:
The imagination, expressed in dreams, songs, fantasies, myths, and
stories – has always been part of the repertoire of every society, in
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some culturally organized way. But there is a peculiar new force to the
imagination in social life today. More persons in more parts of the
world consider a wider set of possible lives than they ever did
before… [F]antasy is now a social practice; it enters, in a host of ways,
into the fabrication of social lives for many people in many societies.
(Appadurai 1996: 53-54)
Appadurai maintains that imagination breeds a new sense of agency that the
individual awards herself/himself. Because people can imagine themselves in more
scenarios than ever before, the imagination becomes “a form of negotiation between
sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined fields of possibility” (31). One’s
identity, or imagination of self, now fashions itself creatively amidst a plethora of
images, ideas, and lifestyles made accessible by information technology today, as
“electronic media provide resources for self-imagining as an everyday social project”
(4).
As Sudha Khatiwada and I sat on her couch in our pajamas back in October of
2015, she scrolled swiftly between the Facebook pages of all of her family members,
clicking on their pictures and describing her relation to them. She still has family in
Bhutan – one uncle in Thimphu, a cousin in Bumthang, and some extended family
members in Pheuntsoling who she has not seen in over twenty five years. Sudha was
nine years old when her family was evicted from Bhutan. She remembers playing on
her family’s land with her cousin Tulasha, her playmate and best friend as a child.
Although Sudha and Tulasha have been separated ever since Sudha left, they are now
able to reconnect on Facebook. “I especially want to go meet her again,” Sudha said,
pointing to Tulasha’s picture. Sudha’s mother lives in Colorado while her father still
lives in Nepal. She has a brother and sister in law in North Carolina, and a niece in
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Seattle. Sudha’s family, truly dispersed throughout the world, is itself a microcosm,
of the larger Bhutanese diaspora.
As Sudha scrolled proudly through her family members’ Facebook profiles, it
reminded me of being shown a family photo album, except this medium allowed a
much more alive, dynamic, and interpersonal experience. Sudha can instant-message
her family members and friends, “like” their pictures and posts, and video chat with
them at any moment in time. As Sudha showed me her family members’ profiles, she
handpicked their most flattering pictures taken at ceremonial gatherings: pujas,
weddings, holidays and birthdays. Sudha told me that Bhutanese families always
make sure to take pictures of everyone together at every occasion, so that family
members and friends on Facebook can see. When they view these photos, they can be
in a kind of virtual attendance. Facebook is a virtual center through which Sudha’s
network can come to life and reside in one place. Facebook minimizes the large
distances between people while exposing them at the same time.
Months later, Sudha and I found ourselves sitting on her living room couch
again, scrolling through Facebook and sipping tea while her daughter, Uma, sat
pleasantly anaesthetized on the carpet, watching a cartoon performance of “Old
Macdonald” on television. Sudha searched through her inbox of instant messages and
clicked on a message thread between her and a Drukpa man from Bhutan. He was one
of many internet acquaintances she had made who she frequently talks to on
Facebook even though she has never met him in real life. Sudha dragged her finger
along the touchscreen, scrolling backward through months and months of exchanges
in Nepali until she got to a series of photos. “I don’t know this place exactly, which
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part of our land, but this is all our land. This guy took a picture. We used to have
house over there. I remember a little bit.” Sudha showed me a blurry picture of green,
somewhat overgrown and unkempt land in Chiring, Bhutan. In the center of the frame
is a Nepali farm house; it is Sudha’s childhood home. Sudha scrolled to the next
picture: “Here was my brother’s house, but they destroyed that and built a new one.
And this tree is the peach tree. Do you know the peach from Bhutan? They are so
sweet. That was ours. All the land was ours.” Sudha pointed to other trees in the
picture. “This one is an orange tree. We used to play in this area. I really want to go
there. All the lands are ours.”
Through the digital medium of Facebook, with the help of a Bhutanese man
with whom she has built an internet friendship, Sudha is able to participate in a
pilgrimage back to her childhood home which she still claims as her own: “All the
lands are ours.” In a sense, Sudha can keep her homeland in her pocket. Her house in
southern Bhutan is able to be accessed and recognized, as it appears to her with the
same orange tree and peach tree that were there when she was a young girl. Sudha
reacts to the experience of seeing her physical home now with feelings of pride,
comfort, and familiarity. Sudha simulates a virtual reunion with her land in that she is
able to be there without being there. Sudha’s short series of somewhat low-quality
photos affirm that her home is real; it is still there, and it is still hers. Yet they also
ignite in Sudha a sense of longing for and disjuncture from her long-lost home: “I
really want to go there.” Showing me her dispersed family members and the pictures
of her home was an act of reaffirmation and reconnection for Sudha.
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With her touchscreen devices, Sudha can literally keep “in touch” with the
dispersed people and places that remain important to her. By rallying them together at
virtual locales, she can simulate being together with family and with homeland, even
though she cannot do so in physical reality. The way Sudha uses Facebook on a daily
level to actively realign herself with the disjointed people and places that are deeply
meaningful to her is indicative not only of her “self-imagining as an everyday social
project,” but her everyday social project as an act of self-imagination. Keeping social
contact through Facebook allows Sudha to carve out her own diaspora in a virtual
sphere of belonging, the social world of Facebook. Her family members’ Facebook
profiles appear in crisp lines and sharp images; Facebook does a lot of sense-making
work itself; it orders itself neatly and logically. Faraway becomes close, disorder
becomes order. Through the social connections Sudha maintains on Facebook, she is
able to be Bhutanese from afar by being Bhutanese from up close – she remains close
to her family members, and close to her home, through a virtual medium. But as we
have seen, this virtual closeness can also work to reproduce physical distance, as
Sudha’s rituals of reconnection also serve as constant reminders of her physical
separation from the people and places with which she is connecting.

3.7

“Belonging to Bhutan”
Bhutanese refugees constantly reaffirm their Bhutanese identities and

reconnect with the familiar people and places of their homeland. As Bhagirath
expressed to me, “It is very painful when we start thinking about Bhutan, the way of
life that we had, the property that we had, the contribution that we made. It is painful.
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We feel that it is very unfair and unjust toward the southern Bhutanese. Though we
rebuilt our life after we resettled, wherever we are, in Australia, America, we rebuilt.
But we still have feeling of belonging to Bhutan” (Personal communication, 22
October 2015). Bhagirath’s feeling of “belonging to Bhutan” gives way to an internal
pain; the pain of being disowned by the government of the country to which he had
citizenship; the pain of feeling a sense of belonging to a place he is disallowed from
belonging to, and the pain of longing to reconnect with people he cannot physically
be with anymore.
Bhutanese refugees whose families have been split apart and spread out have
carved out virtual sites of belonging at which they reconnect and reconfigure
relationships with Bhutan and with each other. By maintaining global ties, Bhutanese
refugees actively “try to be together” despite obstacles of physical separation and
disjuncture. Websites where members of the Bhutanese digital diaspora come
together are engines of identity-making as well as centers of social and political
dialogue. These digital communities, from social networking sites to community
organization websites to news outlets, allow Bhutanese refugees to foster a
“copresence” between here and there, whether “there” refers to Bhutan, the refugee
camps in Nepal, or a site of resettlement where refugees’ family members and friends
are located. Such “copresence” gives new meaning to their experience of diaspora, as
it can no longer be modeled by the simple dispersion of people from one center to
several peripheries; rather, it is made complex by the reconnection and recentering of
global communities at localized virtual centers which are, in their own way, digital
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homelands of “collective imaginings and imagined collectivities” (Appadurai 2006:
24).
The act of reconnecting with that which is lost becomes an everyday practice
of “managing distance”, a ritual activity of recalling estranged people and places
with, quite literally, a single touch. This does not make managing distance any easier
or less confusing, however. For just as Bhutanese refugees are “staying in touch”
virtually, the act of reconnection reminds them of how far away they really are from
each other in space and time, and how the prospect of actually going back is an
impossibility. As one refugee says in The Refugees of Shangri La, “I think that to go
to Bhutan is in our imagination only, and in real life we will not get a chance to go
there.”
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Figure 4

Ruptisima stands on the front lawn outside of his home. Concord, NH, October 2015.

49

Figure 5

A screenshot of the Bhutan News Service homepage, taken 14 March 2016.
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Managing Nation & Homeland: Remaking Bhutanese Identity from Afar
“Cultures” do not hold still for their portraits.15
4.1

The Market
Worlds converge in the spacious aisles of the Kathmandu Bazaar in Concord,

New Hampshire. Located just across the street from a strip mall of corporate chains
and just down the road from a cluster of housing complexes occupied by several
Bhutanese refugee families, the market is well-attended by the Asian and African
migrant populations in the area. Aside from being a site of commerce, the market is a
heterogeneous cultural space which features a rich display of vibrant symbolic
images. Tibetan Buddhist wall-hangings and prayer flags are interspersed with
laminated posters of Hindu gods and goddesses. A picture of Mount Fuji hangs in
between expressive masks carved out of dark wood. The Dalai Lama smiles from
behind the counter of a small restaurant space in the back of the store, where a
chalkboard menu advertises a list of Indian, Nepali-Bhutanese and Tibetan foods,
including momos (a southern Bhutanese recipe for round dumplings), samosas, aalu
dum, and chow mein. The central aisles are stocked with a variety of imported
packaged and canned food products from Asia and Africa.
I accompanied Bhagirath Khatiwada here one October morning as he ran
errands for Diwali. It was gray and rainy, and the highway was congested with the
wet tires and whipping windshield wipers of cars bustling their way downtown.
Bhagirath played Nepalese music in the car, tapping the beat on his steering wheel as
we drove at a snail’s pace. Our first stop was “The Kathmandu Bazaar”, a small
15

Clifford and Marcus (1986: 10)
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ethnic foods market run by Tibetan refugees in Concord, New Hampshire. As we
pulled into the parking lot, Bhagirath saw that the store windows were dark and the
neon OPEN sign was unlit. He took out his cell phone and immediately called the
owner of the grocery store, who arrived at the scene a few minutes later and opened
up shop. “He opened it for us,” Bhagirath told me, flashing a smile.16
The market interior was punctuated with markers of southern Bhutanese
identity. Here and there were incarnations of the Bhutanese national flag in different
sizes and statures. Jars of Bamboo pickle imported from Bhutan lined the shelves
amongst other jars of pickled vegetables. I recognized the same Indian skin-lightening
beauty products that I had seen in cosmetic aisles of convenience stores back in
Bhutan, and my mouth watered at the sight of “Good Day” cookies, mouthfuls of
buttery goodness that I had soaked in tea with Bhutanese friends a year before as we
snacked late at night and watched horror films in the cold dorm rooms of Royal
Thimphu College. The east side of the store featured ritual clothing and religious
artifacts made for home temples: from small stone figurines to beautiful used saris of
all shapes and sizes. A white, female mannequin with a braided blonde wig wore a
patterned red cloth and thick, green beaded necklaces, which were draped around her
slim plastic body. On top of a set of shelves hugged by red, orange and white strings
of plastic Hindu flowers, decorated on either side by puny Bhutanese flags, stood a
portrait of the current King and Queen of Bhutan.

16

See Fig. 6
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I had seen this exact portrait, and others just like it, many times before. The
first time I saw it was in late summer of 2014, as I was drinking oja17 in a quaint café
halfway up the hike to the famous Tiger’s Nest Monastery in Paro, Bhutan. The
portrait hung between two windows overlooking the magnificent scene of a
monastery perched above the massive undulating Himalayas. The King and Queen
stood young and comely in their spiffiest traditional clothes, holding each other in a
staged embrace, gazing off past the camera into the distance with placid expressions.
The portrait of the King and Queen tells a finely tuned cultural narrative about
what it looks like to be Drukpa Bhutanese. Men wear the gho and women wear the
kira.18 They are Buddhist. They eat ema datshi and speak the language of Dzongkha,
a close kin to classical Tibetan (Choke). Through their Royal portraiture, Bhutan
cultivates a national image that is pure, digestible, and clean-cut, just like Bhutan’s
tourist literature. Advertising itself as “the last Shangri-La19,” the tourism industry
exports pristine images of Northern Bhutan to the West: endless green Himalayan
mountains jutting through hanging clouds, Buddhist monasteries perched on exposed
mountain sides, traditional village farms dotting sunlit valleys, withered prayer flags
caught in a gust of wind, and smiling girls and boys wearing the national dress, and
devout elders circumambulating Buddhist temples from dawn until dusk.

1

The word for “milk tea” in the Dzongkha language.
Daily garments worn traditionally by Northern Bhutanese people of Tibetan origin,
believed to have been first worn by Shabdrung, Bhutan’s first political leader.
19
A phrase depicting a mythical Himalayan utopia. The popular book Radio Shangrila (2011), written for a Western readership by American traveler Lisa Napoli,
perpetuates this monolithic cultural representation, testifying to Bhutan’s beautiful
and peaceful allure while completely neglecting its cultural complexity.
18
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The people of Bhutan love their Royal family; at least outwardly. Portraits of
the stern, flawless faces of Royalty are hung in houses, businesses, temples, schools,
and sacred sites across Bhutan. To this day, many Bhutanese remain fiercely loyal to
the fourth King, Jigme Singye Wanchuck, who is credited for having “united” Bhutan
as a nation-state and introducing the famous economic policy of Gross National
Happiness (GNH) during his reign. Every year, his birthday is marked by a national
holiday, which is celebrated across Bhutan in an enormous spectacle of parades,
rituals, and archery competitions. What symbolic meaning does the portrait of the
King and Queen conjure in the small Asian and African food market in Concord?
Seeing them there, looking perfect as ever under the florescent ceiling lights amidst
shelves packed with the tastes of distant homelands, I wondered what kind of loyalty
was at work. Who put the portrait there, and why? What does it mean that Bhutanese
refugees are representing themselves with the very nationalist imagery that the
government of Bhutan has used to exclude them?

4.2

Opinions of the Fourth King
Tika Acharya, the executive director of the Bhutanese Community of New

Hampshire (BCNH), explained the attitudes of his people toward the fourth King as I
sat with him in his office in Manchester, NH:
The King was treated as a God. Every southern Bhutanese, when you
go and see into their house, first thing that you see is the King picture.
And every time when the festival comes every year, we celebrate like
Christmas… First thing that they go and they pray, and bow their head
to the King. Still happens in Bhutan. And even some people here who
are 60 or 70 years old, they have the King of Bhutan’s picture in their
house because they loved him so much… We don’t have it. But we
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used to have it in refugee camp. (Personal communication, 8 January
2016)
Although many Bhutanese refugees feel betrayed by the fourth King, a man whom
they once held in high regard, they have come to see his role in the ethnic conflict.
Tika has come to terms with the fourth King: “Now when we talk about the whole
scenario, I have no grudges toward the Drukpa. A friend of mine who is living in
Thimphu, he is an ordinary man. Neither do I have any grudges to the King… I treat
King and Prime Minister of Bhutan as ordinary men” (Personal communication, 8
January 2016).
Many of the Bhutanese refugees I interviewed have spent most of their lives
living in the refugee camps, while periodic bilateral negotiations between Nepal and
Bhutan yielded no progress toward possible repatriation. This caused many
Bhutanese refugees to disassociate themselves with Bhutan as a political body and
lose their afinity for Bhutan’s Royal family in turn. 57-year-old Ruptisima recollected
his personal journey of coming to terms with the fourth King’s involvement in the
forced removal of his people:
When I became a refugee and people were angry and used to talk
against [the fourth King], still I was not that angry with him. I met him
four or five times, and twice I think we shared our dinner together at
the same table too. And I have attended many of his speeches, I was
audience there, and I still believe him. He was a great leader. And I
never thought that he would do this thing. Until I came in the camp
and spent around five years, I was hopeful that it will turn around. And
I used to think myself that it was not because of him, it was because of
his ministers. Because his ministers were older than him, and from his
father’s time, so they used to twist him around. That’s what I feel, you
see. But personally, he is not a bad man, that is what I believed. But
when there was thousands of refugees created by the government, by
then he should know. By then he should analyze. I used to say Oh he is
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a fine man, this was not his plan. But not anymore, because when
refugee situation was created at the beginning, maybe he didn’t know.
Whatever the news he got from his minister and his cabinet, maybe he
did not know. But once there was a refugee situation in the camp, you
see, in Nepal, by then the international approach him, and he said no.
After that I started to think he is not good, it was his plan to kick the
southern Bhutanese out of the country. (Personal communication, 22
October 2015)
For a long time, Ruptisima did not believe that the King had any stake in the
expulsion of southern Bhutanese citizens. It was not until the King continually
refused to allow Lhotshampas to return to Bhutan that Ruptisima began to shift his
opinion toward the fourth King. Ruptisima’s tendency to defend the fourth King and
paint him in a good light was echoed by other interviewees. Tulshi Sharma, a middleaged Bhutanese refugee who lives with his family in Roanoke, Virginia, expressed
ambivalent feelings toward the King during our interview in his home in November
2015. Tulshi seemed to be working through his own feelings of loyalty as he spoke
with me, portraying the fourth King as a humble and relatable man who was a victim
of coercion from his ministers:
It was not only the decision of the King. The other ministers they
inculcated something in his mind. And he believed those ministers and
evicted his people. He was 50% good, and 50% he screwed up. So I
am 50/50. He used to love the people. He used to visit the people in a
dirty gho. Once he came to our school and even the teachers did not
recognize him. He looked like a shephard living in the jungle. Finally a
very small girl recognized and said, I think this is King! … Actually
fourth king was not bad, but he was spoiled by the government parties
who inculcated very dirty things in his mind (Personal communication,
November 2015).
Tulshi wore a tee shirt that pictured “BHUTAN” in dark orange letters curving
around a snarling thunder dragon; I recognized it from the Handikraft tourists shops
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in Thimphu. The thunder dragon evokes Bhutan’s Buddhist mythology; it is the same
Druk image that is sewn into the center of the national flag. I wondered if Tulshi wore
this tee shirt specifically for our interview. Tulshi’s young daughter moved about the
room dragging around a Barbie doll by its unkempt blonde hair. His mother-in-law
sat silently across from us observing the scene with an air of jadedness. I received
suspicious expressions from the oldest and youngest generations in the room, as well
as a distant stare from the light-skinned Indian actress whose face was frozen on the
plasma-screen TV behind Tulshi during our long conversation.

4.3

Deterritorialized National Identity
In the Asian/African market in Concord, a space of cultural heterogeneity, the

portrait lays claim to Bhutanese national identity and delineates Bhutanese space. The
portrait of the King and Queen is a reminder that Bhutanese refugees are indeed
Bhutanese; not Nepali, not Indian, not Tibetan. It stands irrefutably Bhutanese amidst
shelves of multitudinous commodities and images that could each refer to any number
of countries, livelihoods, and religions. Functioning as both a localizing mark in a
global space, and a global mark in a local space, the portrait gains referential meaning
in its environment through its juxtaposition with the items around it. It pins down the
Bhutanese refugee presence in a market where a section of Hindu products could be
from anywhere and for anyone. Even though many Bhutanese refugees disassociate
with the Bhutanese government that betrayed them, sporting visual markers of
Bhutanese national identity (portraits of the Royal family, Bhutanese national flags,
Tulshi’s nationalist tee shirt) is nevertheless a powerful way in which they re-identify

57
with a distant homeland and announce their Bhutanese national identity. Thus, they
reinsert themselves into a narrative they were excluded from and complicating the
dominant mono-cultural image of what it looks like to be Bhutanese.
As I walked around the Kathmandu Bazaar and took pictures of the food and
the merchandise, Bhagirath talked in Nepali with a group of people at the register. At
one or two points in conversation, he pointed toward me and the group of young men
looked my way with curious expressions as I became visibly excited over recognizing
some of the delicious treats that had been imported from India. After we left the
Kathmandu Bazaar, Bhagirath drove us to a large corporate supermarket, the local
Market Basket. When we arrived, Bhagirath picked up a plastic basket and walked
through the aisles at a quick pace, as if by a rehearsed route. I followed him and took
notes like a loyal puppy. First he picked out rice, then went to the dairy section, then
meats, then produce. He blew lightly into the long plastic bags to open them before
filling them with vegetables. Within five minutes he was checking out. After a
cursory exchange with the cashier, we were walking toward the car. “Everything we
need, we find at supermarket,” he told me, nodding his head backward toward the
Market Basket.
Bhagirath took me to the Kathmandu Bazaar as a way of showcasing a
familiar cultural space to me. Whereas Bhagirath’s persona in the Asian/African food
market was laid back and social, his movement through the large corporate
supermarket was quick, silent and business-like. Although he exhibited more comfort
and possessed more social capital at the Kathmandu Bazaar, he did not buy anything.
All of his monetary spending occurred at the Market Basket, where he was
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surrounded by the greater Concord population. Worlds converged in the Market
Basket too, but Bhutanese identity was not materially imprinted on this large,
impersonal corporate space like it was in the other market. Here, Bhagirath belonged
because he was buying things, whereas in the other store, he belonged because he was
Bhutanese.

4.4

The Safeguarding of Citizenship Documents
Whether it is politically motivated or not, the claiming of Bhutanese national

identity is a matter of pride. Even from their positions of resettlement, many
Bhutanese refugees, especially those of older generations who were landowners back
in Bhutan, still hold onto their citizenship documents, which serve as tangible proof
of their belonging to Bhutan. Suraj Budhatoki20, founder of the International Human
Rights Campaign in Bhutan, told me that his father still carries his citizenship card
with him in his wallet even though he lives in Manchester. As opposed to flags and
tee shirts, citizenship documents prove the legal legitimacy of refugees’ ties to
Bhutan, and signify their lifelong citizenship to Bhutan. Because the Royal Bhutanese
government wrote Lhotshampas into their national history as terrorists and illegal
immigrants, Lhotshampas’ citizenship documents work to contest this dominant
narrative in an equally official manner. Furthermore, because the state violence
against Lhotshampas in Bhutan went largely undocumented, refugees’ safe-guarding
of citizenship documents also serves as an act of record-keeping. Tilak Niroula21 said,

20
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See Fig. 7
See Fig. 8
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I used to read the articles people spread inside Bhutan, they were all
about Gross National Happiness. While I was going through all these
things, I saw that they never tried to include that more than 100,000
people were evicted in the 1990s. They never wrote about that. Even
prime minister of Bhutan went to different countries and talked with
the media persons, and he never talked about this 100,000 people
evicted from Bhutan. This is strange. No one talks about this.
(Personal communication, January 2016, emphasis added)
Here, Tilak notes the eerie silence surrounding the topic of the refugee crisis (a
silence that I witnessed firsthand during my time abroad). In addition to the cultural
silence around the issue, there is also a lack of documentation of the refugee crisis.
Executive director of BCNH Tika Acharya22 recounted:
The police and army treated us like animals. There is no record of how
many women were killed. There is no record of how many young girls
like you were raped. But they did it. There was no international people
or anybody or any agencies who were there to see what was going on
because it was all landlocked. There was even no television in the
country. No one has a record of what happened in Bhutan. But only we
have seen it and we can explain it … my dad, a simple business man,
uneducated, loyal to the government, was arrested. He was put in
prison and tortured for nineteen months. Now he is a patient of mental
health. (Personal communication, January 2016)
Tika’s response exposes the degree to which the state violence in Bhutan has
permanently traumatized his people, as well as the degree to which such trauma has
remained invisible. By keeping their citizenship documents safe, Bhutanese refugees
write themselves back into a history from which they have been erased. Whether or
not such documents will allow them to go back to Bhutan ever again, Bhutanese
refugees nevertheless keep them in order to verify a traumatic history that cannot be

22

See Fig. 9
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forgotten. Their Bhutanese nationality is a part of who they are. “We are the truth,”
said Suraj (Halpern 2014).
Through the public display of nationalist imagery and the private safeguarding
of citizenship documents, Bhutanese refugees express intimate ties to Bhutan as a
homeland. They are proud of their heritage, and want to make clear the social and
political statement that they will always be Bhutanese. Yet these symbolic ties are
also loaded with contested sentiments of love toward the homeland yet disassociation
with its political entity, the Bhutanese state, who inflicted violence and torture on
over 100,000 of its citizens and got away with it; the same Bhutanese state whose
national flag drapes from their doors.
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Figure 6

Bhagirath walks toward the Khatmandu Bazaar. Concord, NH. October 2015.
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Figure 7

Suraj Budhatoki poses after an interview. Manchester, NH, January 2016
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Figure 8

BCNH employee Tilak smiles from his desk. Manchester, NH, January 2016
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Figure 9

Tika Acharya (left) talks to me from his desk. His friend remains silent.
Manchester, NH, January 2016
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From “Refugees” to “Productive Citizens”

5.1

“No Bhutan No”
Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories. But, like
everything which is historical, they undergo constant transformation.
Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialized past, they are
subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history, culture, and power. Far
from being grounded in mere ‘recovery’ of the past, which is waiting
to be found, and which when found, will secure our sense of ourselves
into eternity, identities are the names we give to the different ways we
are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives of the
past. (Hall 1990: 225)
“Do you ever miss Bhutan?” As my question was interpreted and translated

into Nepali, I looked up at two elderly Bhutanese women standing hip to hip, three
feet away from where I sat in a metal chair with a portable microphone on my lap and
a notebook and pen clenched in hand. The room was small, windowless and narrow,
with low-hanging florescent lights and two Singer sewing machines set up on tables
pushed against the back wall. Several half-sewn sparkling sequin crop tops were
strewn across the tables among plastic bins full of patterned fabrics. The question
lingered in the air for a moment as the two women glanced at each other and then
back at me. The woman on the right seemed guarded; her arms were crossed and her
lips pursed. She would remain silent throughout the interview while the other woman,
Monmaya23, would speak for both of them. Monmaya answered my question softly in
Nepali. The interpreter reported back to me: “She says they miss their land, but we try
not to think back to Bhutan and remember all those things because it will bring harm
to us. It will give us trouble if we always remember Bhutan, and we will not be able
23

See Figures 10 and 11
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to get success here. We want to forget about Bhutan.” Then, with a chuckle,
Monmaya added definitively, “Bhutan no. No Bhutan. America good. No Bhutan no.”
A smile lifted the corners of her mouth as I responded with an affirmative “Mmm.”
We want to forget about Bhutan. Bhutan no. No Bhutan. America good. When
I asked Monmaya to identify her home, she closed her eyes and, focusing intently on
her English, recited her home address in Manchester, New Hampshire. Monmaya’s
message was clear: America was her home now. Her answer was unexpected, as
earlier that day Bhagirath had told me confidently: “Ask any of the elders and they
will tell you that they want to go back to Bhutan.” Indeed I had seen evidence of such
longing for Bhutan in a 2014 video segment featuring interviews with Bhutanese men
at the Beldangi refugee camp in east Nepal (Jesuit Refuge Service/South Asia: 2014).
At one point, an old man named Tulasi rants passionately in Nepali, “As long as we
have life and blood left in us, let us not give into injustice. We’ll keep looking for
justice. I know nothing about third country resettlement. I am not someone who runs
away.”
Another refugee elder, Harka Jung Subba, echoes Tulasi’s feelings: “As long
as I have one drop of blood and one breath left, I shall try to return to Bhutan. And if I
can’t, than this land I am on right now, the land of Nepal, this is the land of my
forefathers and I shall remain here.” For Tulasi and Subba, and for many other elders
in the refugee camps, “third country resettlement” signifies giving up on repatriation.
The words of Tulasi and Subba course with an unwavering dedication to their
homeland of Bhutan. No matter how long it takes, no matter how old they are, they
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will “keep looking for justice”, even if it means living out their days in the poor
conditions of the Beldangi refugee Camp.
Monmaya was 30 years old when she and her family fled their village in
Tsirang, Bhutan. Now she is 54 and living in Manchester with six members of her
family: her husband, two sons, one daughter, and two grandchildren. Every day she
wakes up at 6 a.m. and takes a bath, then lights a candle and prays at her home
temple. “I pray every day and night,” she told me. Monmaya mostly stays at home
and “gives service to [her] family”; she cooks, cleans, and takes care of her
grandchildren whenever she is needed. Monmaya told me that she finds everything
she needs, and more, in America: “We get all the services and resources. Like
hospital and education.” Her only struggle, she told me, is her “little little English”.
Monmaya is one of many elder women who often congregate together in the small
sewing room at the Bhutanese Community of New Hampshire office to make ritual
Nepali blouses for their friends and family members to be worn at religious
celebrations. Monmaya seems at home here.

5.2

The Space Between Researcher and Refugee
We want to forget about Bhutan. Was Monmaya’s pithy statement an

unfiltered account, or an imagined ideal, or perhaps both? To what degree did my
presence in the sewing room change or challenge the comfort the elder women
usually felt in their own space? And to what extent did they construct their brief
answers in order to suit the needs of my research and make me happy rather than to
convey their own uninhibited truths? “Izzie is a researcher and she is writing a paper
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about us,” Bhagirath had explained to various Bhutanese community members as he
introduced me to them in Nepali. Izzie is a researcher. “Researcher” would not have
been my chosen title; it sounded too impersonal and product-oriented, as if I was
there to collect data and file a report about this complex community. Throughout my
fieldwork, clinical titles like “researcher” and “interviewer” would make me cringe
with unease. The title of “researcher” alienated me from the community I was
studying and granted me the power to “anthropologize,” a power that I wanted
nothing – and everything – to do with. I would try to distance myself from my
“researcher” status by acting friendly, easy-going, and interested. I often pushed back
by clarifying that I was a “student”, a title that seemed more innocent and
unthreatening. But as long as I was an English-speaking woman walking around with
a microphone, a conspicious camera, a notebook and a pen, it was hard to avoid being
called a “researcher.” No matter how desperately I tried not to take on the cold and
intimidating role of the researcher, Bhagirath was ultimately right. I was there to do
research. What kind of audience was I perceived to be?
One January night while I was staying with the Khatiwada family in Concord,
I asked if I could clean the dishes after dinner. At first Sudha refused my offer, but
when I insisted that “I actually like doing it”, she eventually obliged. I rolled up my
sleeves and thrust my hands in the sink, welcoming the mundane task as an
opportunity to keep myself busy with something mindless and therapeutic. Sudha
wandered in and out of the room, keeping an eye on me in much the same way a
mother keeps an eye on her child in the playground. After washing and drying the
plates, silverware, and glasses, I started to tackle the grittier pots, one of which had

69
short-grain rice caked to the bottom. As I began scraping out the bottom of the pot
with steel wool, Sudha suddenly darted over. “Oh Izzie, I will do those,” she said,
lightly squeezing my shoulder. “Please don’t worry, I can do it,” I said, trying to
assuage her discomfort. “I know you can, but I don’t want you to,” she responded,
looking worried. I stepped away from the sink and let her take over. “Now you dry?”
she compromised, handing me a dish towel. We finished the pots together.
It may be the case that Bhutanese refugees obscured certain grittier aspects of
their lives and their identities from me during interviews, whether consciously or
unconsciously. After all, to most of them I was a stranger with a notebook, pen,
microphone and camera. I was the foreign “researcher” and “guest” that changed and
challenged their intimate spaces and called on them to define themselves. They were
gracious, giving, and concerned with my comfort; they did not want to trouble me
with the gritty pots. To what extent, then, did they fashion their answers to suit what
they perceived to be the needs of my research? This question does not arise from
suspicion or disbelief, but rather from the acknowledgement that the act of oral
storytelling is not a raw, one-way stream of truth being delivered and received, but
rather a dialectical and politically charged process of social negotiation between the
storyteller and her/his audience. Cheryl Mattingly (2008) calls this mutual “mind
reading”. She explains, “Narrative is connected to our capacity to read other minds . .
. I mean by this, that practical capability of inferring (rightly or wrongly) the motives
that precipitate and underlie the actions of another” (Mattingly 2008: 137). My
conversations with Bhutanese refugees were fraught with such “narrative mind
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reading”, as we would each articulate our thoughts according to what we assumed the
other person’s intentions to be.
During our interview, both Monmaya and I were hyperaware of how we were
being perceived, as well as our own perceptions of how the other person might be
perceiving us. Monmaya possessed the power to convey the story that she perceived
to be most fit for her needs and for mine; meanwhile I hold the pen. So why, then,
was I surprised when Monmaya said, “Bhutan no. America good”? Did I expect all
Bhutanese elders to tilt their heads longingly toward Bhutan and reject American
culture? Was I labeling Monmaya a “refugee” just as much as she was labeling me a
“researcher”? Was Izzie talking to Monmaya, or was “researcher” talking to
“refugee”? Just as I step in and out of my role as a “researcher,” perhaps Bhutanese
refugees strategically step in and out of their “refugee” statuses as well. Whether or
not Monmaya was in tune with the power distribution and identity politics that
enlivened our conversation, whether or not her brevity was performed in order to
make a good impression, her truth was real in that moment, as was mine.

5.3

The Lexicon of Refugee Experience
“Refugee” is often used as a static identity marker for people who fit a

particular political narrative conditioned by loss, struggle, and victimhood. The
famous UNHCR definition of a “refugee” depicts a person with a “well-founded fear
of persecution . . . on account of their race, religion, nationality, membership in a
particular social group, or of a particular political opinion” (Camino and Krulfeld
1994: vii). The discursive fact of what constitutes a “refugee” has been shaped
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throughout the twentieth century by enormous movements of expelled and
denationalized peoples. As a result, the “refugee” definition has swelled to include
virtually all groups of “stateless” and “displaced” peoples:
the construction of the category ‘refugee’, subsuming all under the
category of those seeking refuge in the receiving country, has thus
meant at the same time the suppression of a number of other terms
which made a clearer reference to the condition of the people involved.
What remained was a general perception of the refugee in terms of his
helplessness and his desire for refuge. (Wong 1989: 280)
The word “refugee” carries with it an undercurrent of meanings that describe people
by what they lack, i.e. “displaced” and “stateless”. The valence of the word refugee
extends backwards (in time) and away (in distance) from what is here and now for the
person being described. When imposed as an umbrella term on groups of people
whose subjective experiences may often be radically disparate, “refugee” becomes a
typological identity word that does not actually signal anything about a person except
for, as Wong concludes, “his helplessness and his desire for refuge.”
Bhutanese refugees in America have often been documented solely for their
losses and struggles, as opposed to their conditions of surviving and thriving. Their
high suicide rate has been a focal point of national attention on several occasions – an
annual estimated average of 21.5 per 100,000 people, a figure distinctly higher than
both the annual global suicide rate and the annual suicide rate for U.S. residents
(Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report 2013: 533). Although some academic
articles address the issue of Bhutanese refugees’ mental health in a sensitive and
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proactive manner,24

most frame the issue with alarmist rhetoric, headlining

Bhutanese refugee struggle in flashy titles like the 2013 Atlantic article “Bhutanese
Refugees Are Killing Themselves at an Astonishing Rate”: How Unemployment,
Depression, and a Lack of Family Ties Lead to Extreme Desperation” (Preiss 2013).
Other examples include “American Dream Becomes Nightmare for Bhutanese
Refugees” and “New to America, Bhutanese Refugees Face Suicide Crisis”.
Sensationalizing words like “crisis” and “desperation” connote a sense of volatility
for the refugee; Bhutanese refugees are portrayed as lost and ungrounded. Measured
along the axis of suffering, their lives are presented as a lost cause, and their agency is
wholly erased.
As long as a group of people are called “refugees,” they are perceived as
inextricably tied to a place and culture that is other than, and outside of, that of their
“host” community. In accordance with this logic, refugee perspectives are expected to
dwell in the language of loss. But in what contexts do Bhutanese refugees themselves
use the word “refugee” and how do they interpret this label in their own lives? As
Sudha Khatiwada and I sat cross-legged on her daughter’s bed while little Uma
watched a video on the family iPad, Sudha told me that the word “refugee” comes
naturally to her tongue, yet she only uses the word sometimes. “I have my citizenship
here, but even still I am a refugee. I spent a lot of time being a refugee. We were
refugees for eighteen years and that spot is still in our lives” (personal
communication, 8 January 2015). Although Sudha is now an American citizen, she
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See Kohrt and Maharjan et al. (2012) as well as Kohrt and Hruschka (2010), two
articles which provide useful medical anthropological approaches to navigating
therapy with Bhutanese refugees according to their own emic terms.
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associates her refugee status with the long period of her life spent living in a refugee
camp. Sudha sees herself as both a refugee and a citizen.
In contrast, a middle-aged man employed by BCNH named Tidi exhibited
detachment toward the word “refugee”, associating it with the process of filling out
paperwork:
even if I got permanent resident card after one year, still I used to think
I was refugee because to do some paperwork, they ask, what is your
status? Why did you come here? Things like that. I am not a
permanent resident, so I had to write down refugee. But when I entered
into the room where I passed the citizenship test, the interviewer gave
me back document and said ‘you are no longer a refugee.’ So from that
day on I stopped being a refugee. (Personal communication, 7 January
2015)
For some, the identifier of being a “refugee” is simply a stark truth, whether or not
they nurture a deep emotional connection to their refugee identity. For others,
acquiring American citizenship marks the cessation of refugee-hood; Tidi not only
considers himself no longer a refugee, but he now calls himself American.
As Bhagirath and I drove through Concord to an afternoon interview in
October of 2015, Bhagirath conveyed how impressed he was with his son’s English.
Indeed, I had been struck earlier that day as I had watched six-year-old Biren switch
strategically between Nepali and flawless English, sometimes employing himself in
the impromptu role of interpreter while I was in the room. Whether or not they knew
it, Bhagirath’s two children, six-year-old Biren and two-year-old Uma, maneuvered
the concentric circles of their cultural worlds with ease and expertise. “I am happy for
the future of my children because they will never have to be refugees,” Bhagirath
said. Indeed, his children are American citizens. Bhagirath is one of many Bhutanese
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refugee parents in his Concord community who want their children to be Americans.
Suraj and his wife named their daughter “Brianna”, an American name. “The first
impression you make is your name… We wanted to give her a good chance as an
American” (Halpern 2014).
The term “refugee” fixes people to “some essentialized past”; yet one can see
that not all Bhutanese refugees see themselves as refugees. Is it reasonable to define
people inextricably in reference to their distant and past homelands; by the phantom
worlds that they no longer inhabit? Given the numerous Bhutanese perspectives
which push back against the prevailing ascriptions of suffering and struggle imposed
on refugees in America, it becomes unreasonable to assume that all resettled
Bhutanese people in America consider themselves “refugees” in the same ways as
they are defined by American political ideoscapes and mediascapes25. Indeed,
Bhutanese perspectives resist this category even as they incorporate it.

5.4

Becoming “Productive Citizens”
Footage from the documentary The Refugees of Shangri-La shows Bhutanese

refugees back in the Nepalese camps undergoing a “cultural orientation” class in
preparation for their resettlement to America. A classroom full of Bhutanese men and
women sitting cross-legged on the floor read aloud three bullet points written before
them in English on a white board: “1) WORK, 2) Be self-sufficient (Independent),
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Appadurai refers to mediascapes and ideoscapes as “the distribution of the
electronic capabilities to produce and disseminate information (newspapers,
magazines, television stations, and film-production studios), which are now available
to a growing number of private and public interests throughout the world, and to the
images of the world created by these media” (1996: 35).
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and 3) Be a good person - be who you are.” Later on in the documentary, an interview
is conducted with a Bhutanese man named Parsu after had has been resettled in
America for a few years. He reflects, “We were people who were working for life.
And for eighteen years in the camp we could do nothing, simply receiving and eating.
But after that when we are through this refugee life, and can shake off the mask of the
refugees and become a citizen of a kingdom or a country, we would really like to
work” (Bramante and Weinfurter, 2014). Another refugee intones: “There is strength.
Wherever you place a Bhutanese refugee they will triumph” (ibid.).
The main headquarters of the Bhutanese Community of New Hampshire,
located on the second floor of a two-story office building in downtown Manchester, is
both a social site of reconnection with homeland culture and a place where resettled
Bhutanese refugees are being, as they describe it, “productive citizens.” One of
hundreds of Bhutanese community associations which have coalesced around the
world in the short seven to ten years since the first stages of resettlement, BCNH is a
site where Bhutanese employees engage with other refugees as well as the wider New
Hampshire community. In particular, they help local African refugees from countries
like Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Somalia, and Sudan, through
the resettlement process.
I spent a day at the BCNH-Manchester office in early January 2016, observing
the office environment and visiting the respective offices of several employees whom
I interviewed individually throughout the day. The space itself was clean and
minimally furnished, with a front desk, an open room with chairs and a white board,
and a back hallway which led back to several offices. Posters, maps, and pictures
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mounted on the walls tell a snippet-story about what kind of values BCNH has, and
what kind of work BCNH is doing. One wall displays a large, detailed map of the
continent of Africa. Two posters on the adjacent wall read “War is costly” and “Peace
is priceless”. In back offices, piled up in plastic bins, are worksheets and mock-forms
designed to help refugees navigate bureaucratic situations in written English. BCNH
staff members take resettled refugees through important processes like applying for
jobs, learning how to drive, and becoming American citizens. Through offering
important services to refugees transitioning to life in America amd fostering an
environment of inclusion and support for local refugee populations and persons in
need, BCNH has made a lasting impact on the greater Concord/Manchester area. The
work BCNH is doing is, at its core, socially engaged – in addition to overseeing
classes and trainings with refugees, BCNH staff members conduct home visits, check
on recently resettled families, give advice and perform tasks of community outreach
around the clock. Bhagirath’s cell phone is his personal phone, and it is always
ringing.
A safe haven for Bhutanese people in the area, the BCNH office space in itself
reinforces and reproduces Bhutanese culture in that it evokes a tightly-knit family
environment. Community members from all generations are present, and coexist in
close quarters. Whether they are dropping in to participate in an English class, or to
visit a friend, Bhutanese refugees occupy the space freely and casually throughout the
day, sometimes lingering for hours on end. Unless they are making phone calls,
talking to me, or teaching English, people interact with each other in Nepali as they
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simultaneously work and hang out together. Overall, the atmosphere is social and laid
back as opposed to curt and bureaucratic.
The BCNH office deals with many of the same challenges of cultural fracture
that Bhutanese families deal with intimately at home. Thus the role BCNH employees
play at BCNH are parallel to the roles they play in their families. Tidi explains,
My role is very important. My parents, they don’t know anything.
They do not understand English. And most of them, they are more
conservative, more traditional. And it is very hard for them to change
themselves, to decide to move one thing to another. That’s one part.
The other part is I have three daughters, one is very young, she is only
seven months. And the kids, when they go to school, they were born
here so they know everything. … So there is very big gap between my
parents and my children. And my role is to bridge the gap. … I educate
my children about my culture, ‘this is how we celebrate, this is how
we practice,’ things like that, and I also educate my parents about
America. ‘This is how they do it, and it is similar to ours.’ So I am
helping both sides.
Tidi is a centering force in his family just as BCNH is a centering force in the
Bhutanese community. He takes on the daunting task of trying to instill Bhutanese
cultural traditions into the minds of his children, while at the same time struggling to
convince his parents – the keepers of the language and traditions he is trying to
preserve – to learn English and open their minds to what America has to offer. BCNH
guides the greater Bhutanese community in much the same ways. The comfortable
family environment of BCNH eases the transition to America. BCNH teaches
refugees important new skills while also facilitating cultural events which help them
to regain touch with the familiar tastes, practices, holidays, songs and stories of
homeland. At the BCNH headquarters, Bhutanese identity is celebrated and
Bhutanese refugees feel a sense of belonging with one another.
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Figure 10

Monmaya holds up a skirt that she has sewn. Manchester, NH, January 2016.
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Figure 11

While Monmaya leans over the table, her friend smiles and laughs for the camera.
Manchester, NH, January 2015.
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“If I am Good, the World is Good”: An Ethos of Hope

6.1

Power and Agency in Bhutanese Life Stories
…the telling of stories is one of the practices by which people reflect,
exercise agency, contest interpretations of things, make meanings, feel
sorrow and hope, and live their lives. Storytelling, the narrative
presentation of self and culture… is a creative social practice. Viewed
through such a lens, life stories can offer scholars of humanity a
compelling mode of probing both the particular and the more
generalized dimensions of the way people make, experience, and
express their lives. (Sarah Lamb 2001: 28)
The act of retelling life history provides an intimate site for creative choice-

making in the way of identity exploration and experimentation. Oral narration calls
on the storyteller to extemporaneously create, define, and contextualize their identity
on the spot. Such identity decisions, however, can be layered with latent political
dynamics. In the case of refugees, the narratives created for them more often than not
portray them as helpless victims rather than agents of their own lives. “In many social
histories,” Hutt (2003) reminds us, “the ‘less powerful’ are defined mainly with
reference to… the ‘more powerful’, and the idea that they also have ‘lives that have
meaning and purpose other than those defined by the relationship with the dominant
party’ (Ortner 1999: 18) tends to get lost” (Hutt 2003: 232). While the conditions of
refugee loss and struggle are part of the refugee experience and should not be
neglected in the discourse around forced migration, one cannot forget the equally
important role of “regeneration” and “adaptation” in the refugee experience (Camino
and Krulfeld 1994: ix). Regeneration, Camino and Krulfeld write, is “a creative
[process] of establishing a new culture and new identities, of exploration and
experimentation” (1994: x).
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The oral testimonies of Bhutanese refugees offer rich evidence of how, during
the moment of responding to an interview question, they conceive and perceive of
themselves spatially, socially and politically within their own personal communities
and networks, as well as within the contexts of larger systems. Bhutanese autonarratives tend to share a common ethos which revolves around notions of hope,
redemption, success and prosperity. This reveals itself in the way Bhutanese
interviewees scaffold their oral life stories through intentional strategies of narrative
framing, such that a positive life transformation is always conveyed. Furthermore, the
Bhutanese ethos of hope proves itself to be a self-fulfilling prophecy as it catalyzes
social and political action. As Tulshi Sharma26 articulated to me as we sat across from
each other in his home in Roanoke, Virginia, “If I am good, the world is good. If I am
bad, the world is bad.” Since many of the interviewed refugees have indeed rebuilt
their lives and reached a point of personal and communal well-being in America, the
Bhutanese ethos of hope becomes much more than an imagined ideal; it is a guiding
ethos.
When employees and community members of the Bhutanese Community of
New Hampshire (mostly male, middle-aged) were given the open-ended prompt to
“tell me their life story”, virtually all of the interviewees seemed to employ the same
distinct narrative strategies in their answers. During our interviews, Bhutanese
refugees demonstrated three distinct storytelling strategies which lent them power and
agency in their own narratives. First, there existed a sense that each interviewee saw
her/himself as the representative spokesperson of their people as a whole, and would

26

See Fig. 12
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deliver her/his answers as such. BCNH employee Suraj Budathoki exhibited this
inclination when he told me about his passion for international human rights law.
Casting himself as the sole agent of his life and the spokesperson of his people, he
announced,
As a human rights advocate, activist, I will say something. Not just for
myself, but for the people living in Bhutan, and the people living in the
refugee camp: We will always have a light at the end of the tunnel.
Because now we are in U.S., the most powerful country in the world.
As international human rights and democracy are the two main
components of U.S. foreign policy, we [will] try to advocate U.S.
foreign policy […] in Bhutan. (personal communication, 7 January
2015)
Suraj puts himself in the driver’s seat of his personal and collective destiny. An
American citizen, Suraj infuses himself with the power and influence of the United
States, “the most powerful country in the world”, in order to pursue the justice and
repatriation of his people.
Second, Bhutanese refugees demonstrated a keen awareness of the historical
and political context of their people as a whole, right down to the exact dates of
political events in the Himalayan region that would inevitably lead to their loss of
state. Even when they knew that I had already been told their historical situation
innumerable times, they told me anyway. Oscillating between subjectivity and
objectivity, interviewees punctuated their knowledge of a broader history with
descriptions of the personal; recalling in particular the actions and decisions they
made in order to drive out negative forces in their past lives. The exercise of retelling
life narrative, then, became itself a subversive act through which Bhutanese refugees
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redefined the very relationships between life history and political history, as well as
between their present selves and past selves.
Third, life narratives were consistently reviewed in three consecutive parts:
Bhutan, Nepal, and America. The narratives followed a chronological trajectory, and
interviewees tended to express the same attitudes in each section of the narrative as
they retold their lives. They were affectionate as they shared their early memories of
living in southern Bhutan before the ethnic conflict arose. They painted vibrant
portraits of their homes, expansive farmlands, animals, and lifestyles. In contrast, the
period of refugee-hood in Nepal was recollected with a sense of loss, limbo,
helplessness and uprooted-ness. Descriptions of the refugee camps emphasized the
lack of food, the wretched living conditions, the outbreaks of violence, and the
difficulty in making ends meet and finding life meaning. The third and final part of
their narrative – the journey to America and the adjustment period of resettlement –
was nearly always characterized as a period of transformation in which refugees reestablished their roots and rebuilt their lives. Bhutanese refugees feel they have
transformed from nothing to something, from no one to someone. Their lives now
bend toward redemption, regeneration, success and prosperity.

6.2

“We Underwent a Rebirth”
The Bhutan News Service webpage features a video series called “Stories of

Hope from Bhutanese Refugees: Moving from Distress to Wellness”, in which
various resettled Bhutanese women and men offer firsthand accounts of their
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experiences adjusting to life in America.27 The video opens with a young, cleanlyshaven Bhutanese television journalist named Barat Tamang. He wears a bright
yellow button-up shirt and a dark blazer. Standing up straight and speaking with
clarity and candor, Barat narrates an introduction in Nepali (with English subtitles):
When I talk with people from our community and with other refugees,
I am amazed at the strength and resilience of the human spirit. The
legacy and qualities of Nepali speaking people to live and thrive in
difficult circumstances in Bhutan, Nepal and India, or elsewhere in the
Himalayas, indeed continue to inspire our people to endure hardships
and overcome incredible challenges. Regardless of their religion,
ethnicity, class, jati, or nationality, so many people have been able to
transform their pain and loss into something meaningful and good.
Their stories have taught me that people who have had violence or
trauma befall them, have the inherent ability to heal themselves and
enjoy life again. Here are some stories from community members who
were able to overcome significant challenges and find a new sense of
hope and meaning in their lives28
Bharat warns of the dangers of focusing too hard on the past, and expresses the
benefits of religious practice and active community involvement as solutions for
overcoming chronic distress. In relatable, supportive and motivational language, he
bends his speech toward redemption, healing, “hope and meaning.”
After Bharat’s introduction, the video shows excerpts from seven profiles of
Bhutanese community members – Aita, BeeMaya, Chandra, Chesang, Devi, Kewal,
and Manoj – all of whom have lived through the conflict in Bhutan, spent almost two
decades in the refugee camps, and have been resettled for a short period of time in
America. After introducing themselves briefly, each person describes the adversity
they have faced in America. Aita could not find a job without English literacy.
27
28

(USgov ACF: 2015).
Ibid.
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BeeMaya’s family could not pay the high medical costs brought on by her husband’s
arthritis. Chandra faced a work injury that left him disabled and unable to return to his
job; now his wife earns for his family. Kewal was seriously injured in a car accident
after nine months of living in America, leaving him unable to work and provide for
his family. Manoj had a difficult time overcoming the language barrier and making
friends at school. Devi, a young woman and the eldest of her siblings, was faced with
the large responsibility of interpreting English to Nepali for her family, a task that she
could not always complete because she frequently became ill.
Without fail, by the end of every narrative, each Bhutanese community
member describes her/his current state with uplifting language. Chandra reflects,
“Now I am of the belief that in America there are many individuals, organizations,
and resources to anchor people when they are met with unfortunate situations.”
Manoj advises, “I would like to tell others who have gone through difficult times like
me that they shouldn’t worry too much when things are not favorable to them. When
we are burdened by problems we should look for ways to shake them off.” Kewal
concludes,
We underwent a rebirth, and now I have been feeling full of life… Life
is life, and we have to take what comes our way. When I look back on
my life from my birthplace up to this place, I come to know that I have
gone through nothing in life that is worse than what I had to face here
in September 2011. But now after all the happenings, when I think
about the progress my children have made and feel the amount of
happiness coming to me from that, I say that life is pain and the
recovery from it.29

29

Ibid.
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Kewal likens his family’s transition from hardship to success to a “rebirth.” This
description is suggestive of immense transformation. Rebirth severs past life from
present life. Rebirth presents the chance to start anew, to relearn the world, and to
reshape and reimagine oneself completely. “Life is pain and the recovery from it”: to
Kewal, pain and recovery are two sides of the same coin. Though Kewal is
recovering, he still acknowledges the residual effects of his past pain. Thus he
expresses a tension between feeling always conjoined to his pain and feeling reborn.
Twenty three year-old Rom Dorji reflects: “Our life is like the insect in the
different section of Nepal and Bhutan… the refugee is like an insect because insect
nobody wants. Nobody wants the insect to be at the home. But now we are not an
insect . . . Now we are the human being, because now we have the right, we have the
freedom. We can work, we can do the right thing for the nation” (Shields 2011). In
the same vein as Kewal, Rom describes his life with the language of transformation,
even metamorphosis, from an “insect nobody wants” to a human, with rights and
freedom. Again, Rom experiences transformation on a massive scale. The accounts of
both Kewal and Rom gesture toward how Bhutanese refugees envision the
momentum of their life experiences as progressing from meaninglessness to meaning;
from hopelessness to hope; from insect to human. Struggle is a thing of the past, and
hope and redemption are in the here and now. In addition to seeing this trend online, I
heard this same narrative arc in my face-to-face interviews with Bhutanese refugees.
As Suraj and I conversed in his back office at BCNH, he indicated to me that for
Bhutanese refugees, an attitude of hope is the only option. “We always have hope,”
he said, “We always hope for the better future. What else can we do? We cannot
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fight, we cannot raise our guns, we cannot go to Bhutan, so we always hope for a
peaceful resolution” (Personal communication, January 2016).
6.3

“Sweetest are the Fruits of Adversity”
Mattingly (1998: 38) writes that “[p]erhaps more than any other kind of

personal narrative, refugees’ accounts of their own lives are ‘ordered around an
ending’” (Hutt 2003: 234). Bhutanese refugees order their oral narratives, life
histories, and interview responses around the outcome of hope and happiness. As selfappointed spokespeople of their communities, they tell not only their own stories but
the stories of their people as a whole, contextualizing their own experiences within
the larger political and historical dynamics that have governed their lives. This way,
they make sure I understand the ways in which the southern Bhutanese have, as
agents of their own life narratives, rebuilt themselves and rediscovered life-meaning
despite adversity.
As storytelling is a territory for identity decisions, the framing of hope in
Bhutanese refugee life narratives also shows how they negotiate temporal identities;
that is, how they deal with the past in reference to the present. Especially among
elders, there is practical value placed on keeping the past in the past (“It will give us
trouble if we always remember Bhutan, and we will not be able to get success here”).
The ethos of hope, then, hinges partially on the refugees’ ability to distance
themselves from the past – the past is perceived as a dangerous territory, and only by
refocusing on the present do they allow themselves the space for hope. The
mechanism of incorporating past struggles into a narrative arc which bends towards
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hope proves to be an effective mental practice and a self-fulfilling prophecy for real
success.
Moreover, the narrative juxtaposition of past with present, in which the hope
and happiness of the present coexists with the pain and sorrows of the past, they
attempt to re-center the refugee narrative around conditions of surviving and thriving
as opposed to those of loss and struggle. In doing so, they push back against common
perceptions of refugee helplessness – as well as the stigma surrounding the suicide
rate of Bhutanese refugees – and recast themselves as the victors of their own lives.
Metaphors of positive transformation, such as Kewal’s “rebirth” and Nam’s
metamorphosis from insect to human, produce a contrast between refugees’ view of
their present state of thriving compared to their struggles of the past.
Of course, Bhutanese refugees cannot wholly forget the past. As Kewal said,
“life is pain and the recovery from it.” Pain and recovery are, in a sense, ever caught
in tension. For many Bhutanese refugees, the desire to re-establish themselves in
America and heal their pain is also counter-balanced with the urge to tell their story
and be correctly understood. Their trauma is, as Sudha said, “still a spot on [their]
lives.” The late Omnath Pokharel, a Bhutanese refugee who lived out his days in a
Nepali refugee camp, explores this tension in his book of short stories The Silhouette
of Truth. In one story called “Morbid Reminiscences”, a boy living in the refugee
camp receives a letter from his long lost older sister whom he has not seen since the
day he fled Bhutan. She recalls the violence her people went through that day:
“Nishan, it pains my heart when I recall the events that took place after your
disappearance . . . Many innocent people were brutally beaten, fired [at] and even
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murdered. Houses were ransacked and burnt with no mercy and clemency. Women
and girls were raped to no mercy… there was terror everywhere” (Pokharel 2015:
95). But the story does not dwell in these “morbid reminiscences” for long; soon the
story swings toward hope and redemption with characteristic momentum, as
Nishran’s sister expresses her joy at the birth of her first son, Jeevan. She then
resolves, “‘Life is not a bed of roses,’ I had said and consoled myself. I had looked at
Jeevan’s face. His glassy eyes promised me…hopes. The assuring eyes on his broad
face gave me a handful of promising strength to face the adversity. Since then, I made
it a point to reflect and ponder over the cliché ‘sweetest are the fruits of adversity,’
whenever I [went through] troubled times” (96).
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Figure 12

Tulshi Sharma sits with his family in their living room.
Roanoke, Virginia, November 2015
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Conclusion

7.1

Maintaining Links
Clifford Geertz (1998) writes, “The more things come together, the more they

remain apart.” Bhutanese refugees have banded together in tight-knit communities
around the world and established new cultural centers after spending up to two
decades in the refugee camps of Nepal. In Concord and Manchester, New Hampshire,
the Bhutanese have carved out spaces of congregation where they make meaningful
connections and reconnections; with home and homeland, with each other, and with
their self-identities. Such connections, however, are fraught with tension as
Bhutanese refugees must navigate the social and political implications of their layered
national, religious, and ethno-linguistic identities in an American context.
Bhutanese refugees, especially those who remember living in Bhutan before
the refugee crisis, feel a tension between their affinity for Bhutan as a homeland and
their disassociation with Bhutan as a political entity. Although many interviewees
repudiate the Royal Government of Bhutan for violently stripping them of their
citizenship and forcibly removing them from their home, they nevertheless represent
their Bhutanese identities with the same nationalist imagery that has been wielded by
the Bhutanese government to exclude them. Symbols of Bhutan as a nation – Tulshi’s
souvenir tee shirt, Bhutanese national flags, and portraiture of the Bhutanese Royal
family hung in public and private Bhutanese spaces – demarcate Bhutanese presence
in culturally heterogeneous American spaces. By displaying these nationalist
symbols, and by keeping safe the official documents of their citizenship to Bhutan,
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Bhutanese refugees narrate a past “whose essential purpose is to debate other pasts”
(Appadurai 1981: 202). They tell a layered story that is both political and personal:
they complicate the dominant image of what it looks like to be Bhutanese, rewrite
themselves into a history from which they have been erased, and reclaim a national
identity that they have been denied. Their insistence on keeping their Bhutanese
nationality is an act of self-affirmation and self-inclusion. By displaying Bhutanese
national imagery in localized sites of belonging, Bhutanese refugees state to
themselves, and to others, that they are indeed Bhutanese.
Yet the claiming of Bhutan as homeland is not unanimous amongst all
Bhutanese refugees. Within the Bhutanese community in New Hampshire there are
varying perspectives of what it means to be Bhutanese. For refugees in their 30s and
above who remember living through the ethnic violence and having to give up their
land in the early 1990s, being Bhutanese signals both a tie to a physical place, and the
firsthand remembrance of a localized, lived experience. For teenagers and young
adults who were born and raised in the refugee camps, their Bhutanese identity
gestures toward an imagined homeland of which they have only an inherited memory,
and many of this generation prefer to call themselves Nepalese. Born in America, the
youngest generation are the most distant from Bhutan and therefore are the most
unaware of their stories and places of heritage. As they grow older, what will they
choose to call themselves? American, Nepalese-American, Bhutanese-American, or
perhaps something else?
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7.2

The More Things Come Apart, the More They Remain Together
Bhutanese refugees manage distance from their faraway family members and

homeland by coming together at virtual spaces. The Bhutan News Service webpage
provides a platform through which members of the Bhutanese diaspora not only stay
updated with the current events of other Bhutanese populations around the world;
they also stay connected with current events in Bhutan. Aside from being an outlet of
information, BNS also functions as an outlet for social and political commentary.
Members of the Bhutanese diaspora engage each other in conversation, offer prayers,
debate social and political issues, retell life narratives, document success stories, and
spread hope. Bhutanese refugees use communication technologies and social media to
link up with each other and instantaneously simulate togetherness despite their
physical distance from one another. Bhutanese refugees use social media in particular
to transcend the dispersion of their friends and family members around the world. In
virtual spaces, the Bhutanese diaspora takes an orderly form and family networks are
active and enlivened. During Hindu festivals, Bhutanese refugees’ Facebook home
pages are vibrantly lit up with family photos taken around the world, each with
hundreds of affirmative “Likes” and comments. Social media allow fractured families
and dispersed communities to come together, easing the challenges refugees face as
they “try to be together.”
Further, Sudha’s use of Facebook to regain touch with her land in southern
Bhutan is indicative of what I have called “social practice as imagination.” Through
networking, Sudha is able to virtually surround herself with all of the disembodied
people and places of her distant home in a manner that is profoundly interactive and
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imaginative. For digitally-engaged members of the Bhutanese diaspora, then, the
possibility of togetherness is an always-accessible reality, and obstacles such as
physical distances and nation-state boundaries become somewhat meaningless. Still,
spaces where digital networks coalesce are almost too good to be true. Facebook
shrinks the distances between people and places; yet in doing so, it also highlights
them. When Sudha showed me the pictures of her land back in Bhutan, she clung to
them with both pride and longing, claiming the land as her own and repeatedly
saying, “I really want to go there.” Sudha’s constant networking and digital
engagement makes possible her feelings of closeness and faraway-ness toward her
homeland.
At the same physical and virtual sites where Bhutanese refugees reconnect
with Bhutan from dispersed locations, they invariably reconnect with each other.
Because Bhutanese spaces like the ethnic food market and the BCNH office are social
hubs and territories of interpersonal reconnection, they are also sites of (both
conscious and unconscious) identity-making. At the BCNH headquarters, women sew
Nepali dresses for their daughters while one room away, fellow Bhutanese
community members practice taking a citizenship test, and in back offices, staff
members organize community events. Bhutanese refugees are actively being and
becoming Bhutanese at the same time as they are becoming American. Sites of
diaspora are as much portals of contestation, differentiation, and heterogeneity, as
they are spaces of reunion. Thus the tasks of reconnecting with each other and
recreating/reterritorializing conditions of homeland are codependent – if not
synonymous – processes, insofar as they both are processes of recapturing the
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familiar. Both the reconnection with homeland and the recreation of home are
socially engaged practices at their core.
Bhutanese refugees “try to be together” no matter what. But togetherness does
not necessitate uniformity. What it means to be Bhutanese in America does not elicit
a clean-cut answer, as identity is a fluid, politically charged, and no doubt elusive
phenomenon. In retelling their life stories to me, Bhutanese interviewees framed the
traumatic events of their past with distinct narrative strategies; firstly, they ordered
their lives around a hopeful and prosperous ending, retrospectively incorporating the
injustices of the past into the happiness of the present and emphasizing a stark
contrast between the two. Secondly, Bhutanese refugees embedded their own
personal pasts within the larger political history of what happened to their people as a
whole. In a forthright manner, interviewees wove together the general and specific,
the personal and the political, demonstrating an embodied knowledge of the way the
large and small dynamics of their personal histories fit together. Interviewees
(middle-aged males in particular) also employed themselves as representatives of
their collective communities as they talked to me, demonstrating a sense of “weconsciousness” as they equated their individual feelings with their collective
experiences. These storytelling strategies demonstrated how Bhutanese refugees
construct and retell their pasts in order to debate another past. (Appadurai 1981: 202).
Having been pegged by the Bhutanese government as terrorists, illegal immigrants,
and inauthentic Bhutanese citizens, Bhutanese refugees feel the need to set the record
straight; thus, their narratives are counter narratives. Because what happened to the
refugees of Bhutan is largely unknown, undiscussed, and undocumented, Bhutanese
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refugees’ storytelling strategies function to self-affirm, render visible, and cement
their life histories into a bigger history from which they have been cast aside.
Yet as much as interviewees wanted to expose their truths, they also expressed
an urge to heal from the troubles of their past and refocus on the present. In coming
together with their pasts, they also come apart from them. As the elder women in the
sewing room of BCNH communicated, the practice of recalling the past can hinder
refugees’ ability to start anew because it is attended with pain and longing. Whether
or not Monmaya’s patriotism is meant to fit the needs of my research, her attitude is
nevertheless pragmatic and healing. By refocusing on their local roots, Bhutanese
refugees allow themselves the chance to reinvent themselves and find personal and
collective prosperity in America.
Their hopeful ethos, then, counters widespread notions of what it means to be
a refugee. In the rhetoric of American mediascapes, refugees are generally portrayed
as victims rather than agents, defined by their pain and loss instead of their prosperity
and success. Anything but helpless victims, the Bhutanese refugees in Concord and
Manchester, New Hampshire, strive to be “productive citizens” in America. As
socially and politically engaged members of both the American national community
and the Bhutanese diaspora, they are working toward a prosperous and hopeful future
for themselves, each other, and their greater communities. Moreover, because
Bhutanese refugees are known for having a high suicide rate, their hopeful outlook
becomes even more important to their story of redemption. Refugee-hood is assumed
to be a fixed and unchanging identity, and as such, refugees are often externalized and
othered by both their host-nations and their home nations alike. Yet the next
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generation of Bhutanese refugees in New Hampshire will not be refugees at all; they
will be Bhutanese-Americans. For many Bhutanese refugees, especially those with
American citizenship, being Bhutanese in America means being a good American. As
Suraj Budhatoki likes to say, “U.S.A. stands for ‘U start again’” (Hart 2015).

7.3

Looking Back, Looking Ahead
One of my favorite images of myself from my time abroad in Bhutan is a

colorful image taken during a November excursion to the Tashichho Dzong, a
magnificent Buddhist monastery located on the northern edge of Thimphu city.30 This
portrait, when juxtaposed with the picture taken after I had been blessed in a
Bhutanese home in Concord (Fig. 1), tells two stories, at least. The first is the story of
a young anthropologist who, in an effort to experience a radically different culture,
traveled halfway across the world only to find herself just over an hour’s drive away
from home one year later, sitting in the living room of a family whose language she
did not speak and whose religious customs she did not know. It is beautiful,
demented, curious, and almost ironic, that her experience in one portrait (Fig. 13) led
to the experience of the other (Fig. 1). The second story, no doubt enveloped into the
first, is a story of privilege. The anthropologist smiles contentedly in both images, her
body decorated with the ritual symbols of her host-culture, and in the second image,
her hands clutching a five-dollar-bill blessed by an elder who received nothing in
return. The fact that the young woman in the two images is able to have a semester-

30

See Fig. 13
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long love affair with the same country that more than 100,000 refugees are barred
from returning to is a glaring injustice.
Although my opinions of Bhutan have taken on new color and complexity
since my return, I still remember my memories fondly. The four and a half months I
spent in Bhutan still constitute the happiest months of my life thus far. I will always
love Bhutan. It is hard not to; it is a beautiful country with beautiful people. But it is
not perfect.
As Bhuwan and I shared a cab from Royal Thimphu College into the city one
day in the Fall of 2014, I remember Bhuwan telling me that many of his family
members lived in America, and that his aunt, uncle, and cousins lived in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania. I remember thinking this was unusual, and asking him if he thought he
would ever come to America to visit them. “Probably not,” he responded, “but if
you’re ever in Pittsburgh, you should go see them!” Maybe I will, I have thought to
myself ever since. So continues the anthropologist’s journey.
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Figure 13

Wearing the traditional kira, I sit in a meeting room surrounded by Buddhist symbols.
November, 2014, Thimphu, Bhutan.

100
References
Adelman, Howard
2008 Protracted displacement in Asia: no place to call home. Burlington, VT:
Ashgate.
Anderson, Benedict R. O'G
2006 Imagined communities: reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism.
Volume Revis. New York: Verso.
Appadurai, Arjun
1981 The Past as a Scarce Resource. Man 16(2):201-219.
—
1996 Modernity at large: cultural dimensions of globalization. Volume 1.
Minneapolis, Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press.
—
2006 Fear of small numbers: an essay on the geography of anger. Durham: Duke
University Press.
Benson, G. Odessa, et al.
2012 Religious coping and acculturation stress among Hindu Bhutanese: A study
of newly-resettled refugees in the United States. International Social Work
55(4):538-553.
Bramante, Doria and Weinfurter, Markus
2014 The Refugees of Shangri-La: The Story of Bhutan's Forgotten People.
Brettell, Caroline
2003 Anthropology and migration: essays on transnationalism, ethnicity, and
identity. Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press.
Brinkerhoff, Jennifer M.
2009 Digital diasporas: identity and transnational engagement. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.
Camino, Linda A., and Ruth M. Krulfeld
1994 Reconstructing lives, recapturing meaning: refugee identity, gender, and
culture change. United States;Australia;: Gordon and Breach.
Carrick, Bernice
2008 The Rights of the Nepali Minority in Bhutan. Asia-Pacific Journal on Human
Rights and the Law 9(1):13-28.
Centers for Disease, Control, and Prevention
2013 Suicide and Suicidal Ideation Among Bhutanese Refugees: U.S., 2009-12:
Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report; 2013 ASI 4202-1.695.
Clifford, James
1994 Diasporas. Cultural Anthropology 9(3):302-338.
Clifford, James and Marcus, George E.
1986 Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography. Los Angeles,
California: University of California Press.
Colson, Elizabeth
2003 Forced migration and the anthropological response. Journal of Refugee
Studies 16(1):1-18.
Dufoix, Stéphane
2008 Diasporas. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Dutton, Anne
2011 Community Strategies for Healing War Trauma: The Bhutanese Refugee
Experience. the Center for Victims of Torture.

101
Evans, Rosalind
2010 Cultural expression as political rhetoric: young Bhutanese refugees'
collective action for social change. Contemporary South Asia 18(3):305-317.
—
2010 The perils of being a borderland people: on the Lhotshampas of Bhutan.
Contemporary South Asia 18(1):25-42.
Geertz, Clifford
1973 The Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books.
Geertz, Clifford
1998 The World in Pieces: Culture and Politics at the End of the Century.
Tijschrift voor antropologie 32:91-117.
Gupta, Akhil and James Ferguson, eds.
1997 Culture, Power, Place: Explorations in Critical Anthropology. Durham: Duke
University Press.
Gurung, Nini
2013 1 Family: In Nepal, family torn between new life and leaving loved ones
behind, Vol. 2016. Damak, Nepal.
Hall, Stuart
1990 Cultural Identity and Diaspora. London: Lawrence & Wishart.
Halpern, Sue, and Bill McKibben
2014 Manchester's Melting Pot. Pp. 25, Vol. 45. Washington: Smithsonian
Magazine.
—
2014 Manchester's melting pot: Bhutanese refugees recreate the traditional tastes
of the Himalayas in snowy New Hampshire.(FLAVORS: BHUTAN). Pp. 25, Vol.
45: Smithsonian Institution.
—
2014 How Manchester's burgeoning bhutanese population is pursuing the
American dream: An unlikely place for immigrants from central Asia, New
Hampshire is an ideal adopted homeland.
Handler, Richard
1994 Is 'Identity' A Useful Cross-Cultural Concept? In Commemorations: The
Politics of National Identity. J.R. Gills, ed. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Hart, Trevor
2015 My Turn: The Road from Bhutan. Concord Monitor.
Hutt, Michael
1994 Bhutan: perspectives on conflict and dissent. Volume no. 4. Gartmore,
Stirlingshire, Scotland: Kiscadale.
—
2005 Unbecoming Citizens: Culture, Nationhood, and the Flight of Refugees from
Bhutan.
Kalra, Virinder S., Raminder Kaur, and John Hutnyk
2005 Diaspora & hybridity. London: SAGE Publications.
Kearney, M.
1995 The Local and the Global: The Anthropology of Globalization and
Transnationalism. Annual Review of Anthropology 24(1):547-565.
Kharat, Rajesh S.
2003 Bhutanese Refugees in Nepal: Survival and Prospects. Economic and
Political Weekly 38(4):285-289.

102
Kohrt, Brandon A., and Daniel J. Hruschka
2010 Nepali concepts of psychological trauma: The role of idioms of distress,
ethnopsychology and ethnophysiology in alleviating suffering and preventing stigma.
Culture, Medicine and Psychiatry 34(2):322-352.
Kohrt, Brandon A., et al.
2012 Applying nepali ethnopsychology to psychotherapy for the treatment of
mental illness and prevention of suicide among bhutanese refugees. Annals of
Anthropological Practice 36(1):88-112.
Kulman, Betsy
2014 New to America, Bhutanese Refugees Face Suicide Crisis. In Al Jazeera.
Portland, Oregon.
Laenkholm, Christer
2007 Resettlement for Bhutanese Refugees. Forced Migration Review (29):59-60.
Lamb, Sarah
2001 Being a Widow and Other Life Stories: The Interplay Between Lives and
Words. Anthropology and Humanism 26(1):16-34.
Lewellen, Ted C.
2002 The anthropology of globalization: cultural anthropology enters the 21st
century. Westport, Conn: Bergin & Garvey.
Malkki, Liisa H.
1995 Refugees and Exile: From "Refugee Studies" to the National Order of
Things. Annual Review of Anthropology 24(1):495-523.
Mattingly, Cheryl
2008 Reading Minds and Telling Tales in a Cultural Borderland. Ethos 36(1):136154.
Minorities at Risk Project.
2004 Chronology for Lhotshampas in Bhutan: UNHCR.
http://www.refworld.org/topic,50ffbce5307,50ffbce5595,469f386a1e,0,,,.html
Mishra, T.P.
2014 american dream becomes nightmare for bhutanese refugees. The Wall Street
Journal.
Mishra, Vidhyapati
2013 Bhutan Is No Shangri-La: Commentary. New York Times.
Napoli, Lisa
2011 Radio Shangri-La: What I Discovered on my Accidental Journey to the
Happiest Kingdom on Earth. New York: Broadway Paperbacks.
Pokharel, Omnath
2015 The Silhouette of Truth. Kathmandu, Nepal: Discourse Publication.
Preiss, Danielle
2013 Bhutanese Refugees are Killing Themselves at an Astonishing Rate. In The
Atlantic.
Sapkota, Yadav.
2015 'We Packed 18 Yrs of our Refugee Life in four bags'. Bhutan News Service.
Semple, Kirk
2009 From Bhutan to the Bronx: Sticking Together, Forging a Life. The New York
Times: A22.
Shields, Keith
2011 Arriving in America: A Bhutanese Story: New Hampshire Public Radio.

103
Shrestha, Deepesh Das
2015 Resettlement of Bhutanese Refugees Surpasses 100,000 Mark.
http://www.unhcr.org/564dded46.html.
Sinha, A. C.
1995 Bhutan in 1994: Will the Ethnic Conflict be Resolved? Asian Survey
35(2):166-170.
usgovACF
2015 Stories of Hope from Bhutanese Refugees: Moving From Distress to
Wellness.
Wong, Diana
1989 The Semantics of Migration. Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast
Asia 4(2):275-285.
Worden, Robert L.
1991 Bhutan - Ethnic Groups. Federal Research Division of the Library of
Congress of the USA.
Zehr, Mary Ann
2008 Schools Brace for Bhutanese Wave. Education Week 27(35):1, 14-15.

